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CHAPTER ONE
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The thudding of hooves made Rawena look over her shoulder. She gasped at the sight of five soldiers riding giant warhorses and coming at a smart trot, much faster than the lazy mule that pulled her cart. A few moments, and they would surround her.

They were in the middle of fields and thickets, on a muddy path that led from the walls of Constantinople to the desolate hinterlands. The road split a little farther ahead, one branch going uphill to a dilapidated palace where nobody had lived for decades, the other to a leper colony which everyone but she avoided. 

The soldiers had no reason to be there. Unless they were coming for her.

That thought squeezed Rawena’s innards. She was just a poor woman who was going to feed those who were even more destitute than she was. But she had a dreadful past and horrid secrets. Had her pursuers found her again? Had they alerted the authorities so she wouldn’t get away, as she had the last time?

The reins slipped through her trembling fingers, and the mule stopped and tossed its head. She thought of jumping off the cart and running for the woods, but the undergrowth could be too thick and thorny to let her pass. She thought of spurring the mule on, but the beast could never outrun the horses. Besides, where would she run?

Frost covered the ground, but the morning sun poked through dissipating clouds, and Rawena wondered whether she would see another sunrise again. If the soldiers knew who she was, they would surely behead her and burn her to ashes. That was the only way to rid the world of her, an immortal fiend in whose veins a deadly plague slumbered.

Sweat ran into Rawena’s eyes, despite the morning chill. She bit her tongue and scratched scabs on her forearm, which hadn’t healed since her nervous tic began over half a millennium ago. Her mind raced to find ways to convince them she wasn’t the one they were looking for. 

The earth shook under the thudding of hooves. The sun reflected on the soldiers’ helmets and armors. They caught up with her and drew the reins. The mule snorted and sidestepped.

“What are you doing here?” the man who had ridden in the front boomed. He had bushy black eyebrows and rotten teeth. A purple ribbon hung over his shoulder as a sign he was in the service of the Roman emperor Justinian. Although he frowned like a ghoul, Rawena sensed he didn’t know who she was.

“I’m bringing bread to the lepers.” She pointed over her shoulder at the cart.

“Bread to the lepers?” He stepped toward the cart and lifted the corner of a linen sheet, with which she had covered a pile of small black loaves to protect them from seagulls. He seemed to be more interested in the cargo than in her, and she exhaled in relief.

“Indeed,” he murmured as he lowered the sheet. “But, why the hell would you feed lepers?”

“Because they would starve without food, just like you!” she snapped. Now that she was almost sure the soldiers weren’t after her, the man’s lack of sensitivity made her fume. “You must know that free bread is given to the city’s poorest to avoid hunger riots. Well, I negotiated that I would bring bread to the lepers, too, so they wouldn’t have to seek food in the city and risk being tormented by urchins or killed by fearful mobs—and so the citizens of Constantinople wouldn’t be exposed to the horrible disease.”

Rawena went to the colony every day, rising at dawn and walking from her tiny room on Fifth Hill to the bakery by the St. Romanus Gate to fill the cart. She felt her work was important. And she hated when people belittled it.

The soldier only stared and frowned, so she added, “The officials agreed to let me feed the lepers because they are afraid of the spread of the disease. They even gave me this mule and this cart.”

The soldier smirked. “Then take this mule and this cart and go on,” he snapped, looking over his shoulder toward Constantinople. “An official vehicle is coming, and you’re blocking the way.”

He glanced up toward the hill, and Rawena guessed that was their destination. But why would the soldiers escort an official vehicle to that dilapidated palace?

Another sound of hooves interrupted her thoughts. She turned her head and saw five more horsemen coming from the city. As they went along a curve, she noticed that one of the horses dragged a vehicular, a small, one-person chariot. A man was sitting there, dressed in a brown coat, blue tunic, and black trousers.

His hands seemed to be tied in front of him at the wrists.

“I told you to move on!” the soldier snapped when he caught her staring. He drew his short sword.

Rawena opened her mouth to shriek, thinking he would attack her. But he poked the mule’s rump with the sharp point, making it scream and run. The cart bounced so wildly she nearly fell off the box. She yanked on the reins to slow the beast down. By the time the mule calmed, she had left the soldiers far behind. She reined in to catch a breath and collect her thoughts.

Rawena guessed the soldiers wanted to imprison the man in that horrible, crumbling palace. And she had to know why. Her life had been dull and uneventful for decades, and she was burning with curiosity. Besides, if she found who the man was, she could devise ways to help him. She had done dreadful things, centuries ago, and although she had been forced to do them, she had sworn to dedicate her life to charity and good deeds to make up for them.

She knew that, by going to check on the prisoner, she would be delaying the good deed of bringing bread to the lepers. They would be waiting for her, especially Marina, a little orphan who had adopted Rawena, if not as her mother, then as her favorite aunt. Rawena also ached to see the little girl. It was still early, however, and it wouldn’t take long to run up the hill, see what was happening, and dash back to the cart. Wasn’t it too dangerous, though? 

Since she had circumvented the hill, the soldiers would not see her cart if they truly went up to the palace. But what if they followed her to make sure she wasn’t spying?

At last, curiosity made Rawena leap off the box and rush up the hill. She lived an active life, loading and unloading loaves of bread in the mornings and helping at a soup kitchen in the evenings. But she wasn’t used to running, and the hill was so steep that she had to pause before she reached the peak. 

When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw the path and her mule and cart, and the thatched roofs of the leper colony squatting under the bare branches of Judas trees a few hundred paces away. The wind picked up, and she huddled in her mantle. A few black clouds were forming above the nearby Sea of Marmara, threatening to drench the land with another mid-March sleet.

Having caught her breath, she kept running. The path the soldiers had taken was on the northern side, and she guessed it was covered with frozen mud. As the horses’ hooves would slip, the soldiers probably hadn’t reached the top yet.

Rawena’s calves burned before she reached the flat plateau at the top of the hill. The back of the palace came into view, a monster with a sagging roof, crumbling, brown walls overgrown by dead ivy, and ornamental but rusted bars in every window.

She remembered that about two hundred years ago the leper colony was a regular town, and the palace was new and glorious, just like the nearby Constantinople, which had just replaced the corrupted Rome as the new capital of the Roman Empire, and which she had chosen as her new home and hideout.

But while Constantinople had grown in size and fame, an ill fate had befallen the palace and the town. The lord had come down with leprosy, as did most of the servants and townspeople. The palace deteriorated, and the town became a leper colony.

Rawena sneaked along the side of the house, crouching in high, dead grass and behind trees and bushes until she saw the soldiers dismounting by the front porch. She hid behind the blackened ruins of the kitchen building and watched as two soldiers pulled the prisoner out of the vehicular and dragged him toward the main entrance. Iron shackles embraced his wrists. They were connected by a short chain in front of him.

“Get your filthy paws off me, you Roman bastards!” the man shouted in the accented Latin of a Goth.

As she was a Celt, Goths were her natural enemies, like most Germanic tribes, but everyone fought everyone else those days, and alliances were broken as soon as they were formed, and Rawena was tired of all the animosity. To her, he was just a mistreated man. 

The man kept shouting and cursing and twisting in the soldiers’ grip. Although he was over forty, he had a thick brown mane that fell to his broad shoulders. His droopy mustache was equally brown and lush. His cheeks seemed to be skinned or burned, but his angular face made him look strikingly handsome. 

“How dare you treat me like this, you dogs?” he shouted. “I’m a king, a king!”

“We know that,” the soldier with a purple ribbon said with a chuckle as he unlocked the front door. “And this is a palace. It’s terribly moldy ... but so are you.”

The soldiers laughed, and the prisoner roared and kept struggling.

Rawena wondered whether he really was a king. Was he a prisoner of war, a hostage of Justinian? And why would the soldier call him moldy? Perhaps the marks on his cheeks weren’t burns or battle wounds—but sores caused by leprosy? That would explain why he was taken here. Her suspicion was confirmed when she noticed that the soldiers who led him wore gloves.

“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” the prisoner shouted as they pushed him into the doorway. “I’m terrible in my wrath, you know? Once I killed twenty men in a sword fight just for insulting me. I swear it! Yes, my hands are chained, but you’re only ten. I will kill you all!”

The soldiers laughed and shoved him inside.

“If we wrote down all the nonsense you’ve told us, we would fill a cartload of wax tablets,” the soldier with the ribbon said as he followed them. “You’re the biggest bragger I’ve ever met, Vitiges!”

Rawena raised her eyebrows at hearing the name. Vitiges was the former king of the Ostrogoths, who had ruled large swaths of the Italian Peninsula—at least until last year when Justinian’s general Belisarius regained the territory for the Roman Empire. At the soup kitchen, she had heard rumors of Vitiges’s capture. But she would have never imagined she would witness his further plunge into misery.

The soldiers emerged, alone, and they shut and locked the door. They would probably patrol around the palace, and she decided to leave before they spotted her. She had already learned all that she needed, in any case.

Rawena turned around and rushed across the plateau and down the hill toward her mule and cart. Vitiges’s furious shouting followed her through the barred windows.

* * *
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ON THE THIRD DAY OF his confinement, Vitiges was dying of boredom. He was alone in an enormous ruin where nothing but trash, dust, and mold distracted the eye, a place which even the rats had long abandoned. The cold smell of decay seeped from the stone walls, which were brown with filth and age. He found nothing interesting among the broken, crumbling pieces of furniture that littered some of the silent rooms.

The first two days, he had entertained himself by sticking his nose through the rusty bars of the window closest to the gate and shouting threats and insults. He wasn’t even sure whether anyone stood there on guard, though, so he soon tired of it.

He would also crouch under a window and jump up and scream at a passing soldier to scare him. That had given him a few good laughs, but then the soldiers got angry and threatened to cut off his food supplies, so he had abandoned this pastime as well. All he could do was roam the palace pining for the old times and dreaming of vengeance.

A year ago, he was one of the mightiest kings and military commanders of all Christendom. Now he was a leprous prisoner.

The Romans had taken his freedom. And leprosy had destroyed his skin and made his wife, the beautiful but fickle Matasuntha, leave him for that bastard Germanus Justinius, who was not only a Roman but also the nephew of the emperor Justinian.

Vitiges had first noticed that something was wrong with his skin about three years ago. At first, his skin had only been red and itchy, and flakes fell from his beard like snow from the sky, but nobody had noticed that. But now, hideous scabs and flakes covered the backs of his hands, his fingernails had arched and twisted, and whenever he touched his face, he felt as if he were touching a snake, for the skin was rough and scaly.

The symptoms were still relatively mild, but he feared that the disease would spread and progress. He knew that the tales of limbs and flesh falling off lepers’ bodies were false. However, lepers’ extremities often got so dreadfully infected they had to be amputated so the infection wouldn’t spread and kill them. Would he lose his nose, fingers, or toes? Would scales cover his entire body, making him look like a giant lizard?

That fear wouldn’t let him sleep, and neither would questions about his future and his longing for revenge. He wished he could break free to muster his army and march onto Constantinople to raze it and murder Justinian, along with his damned nephew and all the other Romans. But he feared he would rot here forever.

Vitiges spent whole nights roaming the palace, his chain rattling with every step, his wrists skinned raw from the shackles. On the third night, as he stumbled around a darkened room, past a large window, he noticed a head poking up over the ledge. A cloud covered the moon, and Vitiges could only see the shadow, but he assumed it was a soldier spying on him.

“What are you staring at?” he roared. “I will tear the damned bars off the window frame and strangle you! I’m incredibly strong, you know? Once I bent an iron—”

He fell quiet when the moon came out and revealed a head of auburn hair sprawling over strong yet feminine shoulders. He approached the window sideways to make her turn her head and let the moonlight fall on her face. His pulse quickened when he saw a pair of huge, violet eyes looking at him from a beautiful face. He remembered seeing a woman sitting on a cart while they were bringing him here, and he guessed it was her. Starved for a feminine touch, his loins flamed with desire.

“Who are you?” he asked, pressing his forehead against a bar to see her better.

She stepped back, as if afraid that he would reach through the bars and grab her by the neck.

“Not so loudly,” she whispered, looking over her shoulder.

“How did you get here?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

“I slipped past the guards.”

“Did you bring me a message from my wife?” he asked, hoping that Matasuntha had left that bastard of her new lover and plotted to help him escape.

“No,” the woman replied, glancing around.

While the weight of disappointment fell on him like a boulder, Vitiges was intrigued as to why this beautiful woman exposed herself to danger to see him. “What is it, then? Why are you here? Who are you? It was you on that road below this damned palace the other day, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “I bring bread to the lepers who live at the end of the road. And I ... well, I thought I would visit you as well to see if you need anything. I know they bring you food. But you must feel so lonely and desperate here.”

Vitiges felt warmth touching his heart. As far as he could remember, nobody had ever done anything like that for him. He was sure that Matasuntha wouldn’t even think of it.

The woman glanced around again. She had the most stunning and haunted eyes he had ever seen.

“I’m so happy you are here,” he said in a gentle voice. “I could certainly use some company—and some more food!” A carter came every day from Constantinople to bring him meat and wine, but the portions were frugal, and he suspected the soldiers partook of his share. “I have a great appetite, you know? Once I ate two grown swans for breakfast and washed them down with a barrel of ale. I swear it!”

She frowned. “I’m poor, and I can only bring bread to the colony, to people who truly starve.”

Vitiges cleared his throat, wishing he had said nothing. When he was a king, people admired his tales, or at least they pretended to admire them. Now his bragging only brought laughter or resentment, and yet he couldn’t help it. He hoped the woman wouldn’t be so annoyed that she would leave.

“You must have a great heart,” he told her. “And you’re very brave to enter the leper colony and risk a contagion, and to sneak up here, with all the soldiers walking around to please the heart of a stranger. Do you... Do you even know who I am?”

She nodded. “I heard the soldiers call you by your name, Vitiges. You were the king of the Ostrogoths.”

“Yes.” He sighed. “I was the king. And now ...”

He lifted his hands and said, “Could you unscrew the shackles, please? I can’t even scratch my damned ass!”

She shook her head. “If they saw that your hands are free, they would become suspicious. They would put the shackles back on and watch you much more carefully. And I wouldn’t be able to visit you anymore.”

Vitiges’s heart fluttered. So she was thinking of visiting him again! “You’re right, of course, and I would be miserable if you didn’t come again. But tell me. What is your name?”

She hesitated for a few seconds. Then she said, “Rawena.”

“A beautiful name,” he said. “It sounds a little like Ravenna, the name of my capital in Northern Italy, the place where I was crowned.” 

His hands were still lifted, and he caught her staring at their scaly backs and his deformed fingernails. He lowered his hands so quickly the chain rattled. A profound sadness scurried into his heart.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He said nothing, and heavy silence enveloped them. Rawena scratched her forearm.

“I believe I got leprosy during the siege of Rome,” he said to break the silence. “But it was a glorious time, that siege! Although we didn’t get in, I made the damned Roman dogs starve and tremble with fear, and I gave more than one headache to their famous General Belisarius.”

His soul burned with passion at the memory, and this time, he didn’t brag.

He still couldn’t believe that only two years later, he was captured and taken to Constantinople, along with Matasuntha. His fall had come almost as quickly as his rise to fame.

Vitiges had replaced the feeble king Theodahad on the Ostrogothic throne after Belisarius captured Naples during a Roman campaign to regain the Italian Peninsula from the Ostrogoths. When Belisarius also took over Rome, Vitiges marched onto the city with fifty thousand men and set up six camps around the city’s northern arc. At that time, he was sure of a quick victory, for the city was defended by only three thousand Romans. And yet, that devil Belisarius thwarted all his plans.

For a year and nine days, the Ostrogoths had besieged Rome, trying to starve the Roman garrison by destroying the aqueducts that powered the city’s flour mills, blockading food supplies from the port of Ostia, and trying to breach the wall with the help of enormous catapults and battering rams. Belisarius’ archers repelled all their attacks, though, and in the end, it was the Ostrogoths who found themselves starving.

Then came the news of the imperial troops’ attack of northern Italy, which made him abandon the siege and march north. By then, the Romans had captured one Ostrogothic city after another. To Vitiges’s horror, the Ostrogoths surrendered Ravenna to Belisarius, on the condition that he would become their new king. Vitiges found himself dethroned and in the hands of the Romans.

“I wish I could go back in time,” Vitiges said with a sigh.

“Don’t we all ...” Rawena replied. “But how did you end up here?”

Vitiges scowled. “When they took me to Constantinople, the treacherous Roman dogs promised me the title of a patrician and a generous retirement. But they placed me under house arrest in a palace on First Hill. My wife, Matasuntha, was free, but she visited me almost daily during the first few months. Then my signs of leprosy became obvious, and she left me for that bastard Germanus Justinius. I was taken here most likely through the intervention of Matasuntha’s new lover, who—”

A dry twig cracked on the plateau and made him fall silent. Rawena twitched and ran away. A few moments later, a soldier passed by. Vitiges waited by the window, hoping that Rawena would come back, but she didn’t.

He roamed the palace again, thinking about her and her generosity and bravery. Was she bold enough to help him escape so he could exact his revenge on the Romans?
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CHAPTER TWO
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A week later, Vitiges began to fear he would spend the rest of his life in the dilapidated palace. Whenever they brought him food, he demanded to know the emperor’s intentions with him, but he never got an answer, and his dreams of freedom and revenge began to dissipate. He was afraid that his wife’s new lover, Germanus Justinius, pressed the emperor to keep him here indefinitely.

And that Matasuntha would do nothing to help him.

Matasuntha was selfish and calculating. She had already betrayed him once, with a Roman general John the Sanguinary, who attacked the Ostrogothic capital where Matasuntha lived while Vitiges was besieging Rome. Matasuntha was so taken with that Roman she offered him alliance—and marriage.

Vitiges had intervened before they could consummate the double betrayal, and he had even forgiven her while they were traveling to Rome as captives. Now he knew it had been a mistake.

The worst thing was that in both cases, she had betrayed him with representatives of the Roman Empire. That made his hatred for the Romans even fiercer, especially since the Romans had insulted and belittled his nation and made his life a failure.

His hatred for the whole Roman Empire was terrible, and so was his hatred of his wife. How could she dare betray him—him, the king of all Ostrogoths! He often felt that his loathing was eating away at his mind, and he feared he would go mad before he had the opportunity to exact his revenge. 

Rawena was his only hope for freedom and sanity. She came almost every night, and he loved gazing at her moonlit face as she spoke to him. They always whispered, out of fear of being heard by the soldiers, which was strangely intimate, almost as if they were furtive lovers. Although she never brought him food, she was like a cheerful flame of hope in the black cavern his mind had become.

One morning, Vitiges woke up to a noise coming from the window. He sprang up, hoping it was Rawena, although she always came after dark. As he rushed to the window, he saw a white rat with a clump of golden fur on its head. The rat stood on its hind legs on the ledge and stared at him.

As he raised his hand to shoo her away, the rat squeaked and chittered. Vitiges would have sworn it had said, “I came to help you, my friend.”

Vitiges frowned and gawked at the rat. Then he stepped closer and peered through the window to see who was speaking. Nobody was there.

He looked back at the rat, which giggled and said, “It was me speaking, you foolish human.”

Vitiges stepped back. “What is this? A talking rat?”

The rat squealed with laughter. “I’m much more than that! I’m Pandemia, a goddess and the queen of all rodents. I’m very pretty, too! Maybe one day, I will show you myself in my human form. But we need to get acquainted much better for that.”

Vitiges only stared, unsure what to say. Was he still asleep?

“This is no dream, my friend,” Pandemia said in a cheerful voice as if she could read his thoughts. “I know you must find it strange that a goddess would visit someone like you. But it’s true.”

Vitiges saw that as an insult, and he felt his blood boil. He still wasn’t sure whether he was awake, and as he practiced Christian Arianism, like most Ostrogoths, he didn’t believe in pagan gods. No filthy rat was going to mock him, though, not even in a dream, so he snapped, “Gods visit me all the time! I’m a king, you know? Once I had a visit from the entire Germanic pantheon. I swear it!”

Pandemia shook her tiny head and squealed with merriment. “Oh, you’ve got some imagination, my friend! You’re a former king, and I’m the first deity that has ever visited you. So stop bragging!”

Vitiges was about to snap at her when she said, “Let’s not argue, though. As I said, I’m here to help you.”

Despite himself, Vitiges felt his heart fill with hope. “Will you free me?” he asked, realizing that, even if the rat wasn’t real or sincere, he could lose nothing by asking.

Instead of an answer, Pandemia scratched her right ear with quick, jerky movements. A baby began to wail down in the leper colony, and the wind brought the sound up toward them.

Vitiges snapped, “Speak, damn it! How will you help me?” He lifted his shackled hands to reveal the scaly skin and deformed fingernails. “Will you cure my leprosy?”

Pandemia laughed again. “I bring on diseases, my friend, not cure them. But yes, I can free you. What’s more, I can help you exact the kind of revenge you would never even dream of.”

“What do you mean?”

“You foolish human,” Pandemia said teasingly. “Don’t you realize you’ve got the greatest and deadliest weapon a warrior could ever wish for?”

Vitiges frowned, wondering what she meant. The rustling of dead leaves told him that a soldier was coming, so he stepped back. Pandemia stood still, and the soldier passed by without glancing at the window.

Once the soldier got out of earshot, Vitiges snapped in a hoarse whisper, “What are you talking about?”

Pandemia tilted her head and stared. Then she said, “Have you ever heard the legend about an immortal Celtic woman who can unleash a plague?”

Vitiges recalled his grandmother telling him a similar story by a blazing bonfire when he was little.

Pandemia nodded. “And what if I told you that the immortal woman is your new friend Rawena?”

Vitiges gasped. “Rawena? Impossible!” How could the young, gorgeous woman be an immortal fiend?

“And why not?” Pandemia asked in a cheerful, teasing tone. “Don’t you think it’s strange she dares go into a leper colony? Nobody else would do that, would they?”

He shrugged his shoulders. Perhaps she was also leprous but had no visible symptoms.

“She’s not leprous, I promise,” Pandemia said. “Her skin is as smooth under her dress as it is on her face. Maybe one day you’ll get to see it!” She lowered her head and squealed with embarrassed laughter.

The wind calmed, and the crying of the baby faded. Another soldier passed by, but several paces from the house.

Pandemia said, “She visits the lepers because she’s immune to all diseases, my friend. And it was me who made her immortal, more than five centuries ago. When she was young, Rawena stumbled into my swamp and fell under my spell. She used to be in love with Garux, a man from her tribe, but he spurned her for her younger sister, Arvasia. Poor Rawena! In despair, she stabbed herself in the heart, but since she was already in my power, I resurrected her. And made her pestilential.”

Vitiges frowned in thought. By now, he believed he was awake, and that he was truly speaking with this rat, which had to be supernatural. And if he could accept that, why wouldn’t he believe what Pandemia said about Rawena? The rat-goddess would gain nothing by lying to him. And even if she would, he had nothing to lose by believing her.

“I don’t have time to explain everything, my friend,” Pandemia said. “But you do well to believe me. In short, when someone pierces Rawena’s heart, her blood turns pestilential on the following lunar eclipse. Then she has to poison a person, food, or water supply with her blood to unleash a plague.”

“Why would she agree to that?” Vitiges asked. “She’s a good-hearted woman.”

“Oh, her heart is good enough, my friend, much better than yours. But you see, she has no choice. If she dared disobey me, I would turn her into an eternal rat and trap her forever in my swamp. She hates that place, for some reason—and she knows that I would simply find another person to carry the plague for me.”

Vitiges thought that, in a twisted way, everything made sense. “And why do you want to unleash a plague?”

“To protect other species. I told you I’m the queen of all rodents, and I feel responsible for all other animals. And they all suffer because of humans, their cruelty and their caprice. Shortly after meeting Rawena, I traveled through a magical tunnel into the future, and I saw nothing but filth and cruelty, a world dominated by humans and their dreadful inventions. Humans are the nastiest and most vicious and territorial species Mother Nature has spawned. Tell me honestly, my friend: don’t you think the world would be a better place if most humans simply vanished?”

“I would certainly be happy if all Romans disappeared,” he growled.

Pandemia nodded. “That’s why I chose you as my ally, my fierce former king.” She giggled as if she were pleased with her cleverness. “With your help, this time the plague will truly break out and bring the proud humanity to its knees—especially the Romans. I have been long waiting for a friend like you.”

Pandemia stared into oblivion and then she said, “Rawena has twice infected someone with her pestilential blood, but the first plague died out before it could kill many people, and the second failed completely. It was because of Rawena’s sister, Arvasia, and her lover, Garux.

“I also made them immortal, to chase Rawena and make everything more exciting—but they never play clean!” She fidgeted and said in an icy tone, “They always get the help of another goddess, that whore Epona, who always resurrects their long-dead druidess, Agira, to thwart my plans.”

Pandemia uttered an angry hissing sound, and Vitiges recoiled. He instinctively felt that, although she was tiny, the goddess could be spiteful and dangerous.

“This time, I want everything to be perfect,” she continued in a more cheerful tone. “And if you help me, you’ll get your freedom and revenge.”

Freedom... revenge... Vitiges found it hard to breathe. Could his dream truly come true? “What do you want me to do?” he blurted out.

“For now, I want you to gain Rawena’s confidence. If you do, I will set you free, and together you’ll leave Constantinople. Then, on the night of the lunar eclipse, which will come in about two months, you will overcome her and pierce her heart—and let her pestilential blood do its magic. The possibilities are endless, my friend. You can infect an aqueduct or a well, or a silo or a granary. I’m sure a clever man like you will find a way to unleash a plague.”

Vitiges frowned. He had killed many people, including his predecessor, Theodahad, but he hated the thought of plunging a dagger into the great heart of Rawena.

Pandemia sighed and said, “I know it will be hard, Vitiges. It will bruise my heart to see my beloved sister Rawena suffer. But nothing has happened for half a millennium, and the humans keep multiplying. I’m getting very impatient.” She fidgeted and added, “Your breakfast is coming, so I’ll be off. But I will see you soon, my friend.”

A moment later, Vitiges heard the thudding of hooves and squeaking of wheels of the cart that brought him food from Constantinople.

The rat-goddess moved to leave, but then she turned back to him. “The next time you see Rawena, tell her I visited you and offered to free you so you can protect her from her enemies. Don’t let her know that you’ve learned she’s deathless and pestilential, though! If you let slip what my real plans are, you’ll spoil everything—and rot here forever! But you’re such a wonderful liar that you’ll probably manage to convince her.”

Pandemia giggled, leaped off the ledge, and disappeared. The cart stopped, and male voices came from the front door.

Vitiges stared at the spot where Pandemia had stood, his head in turmoil. His strongest feeling was that he didn’t want to hurt the beautiful and good-hearted Rawena. Then he remembered Germanus Justinius, Belisarius, John the Sanguinary, Justinian, and all the other pompous, expansive, and treacherous Romans. And he began to think of how to use Rawena as a tool for his revenge.

* * *
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LATER THAT MORNING, as Rawena left the leper colony, dozens of malformed people with scars and ulcers on their leather-like faces went to see her off. They limped behind her empty cart and waved with their misshapen hands, calling blessings and begging her to return tomorrow. 

The little girl Marina sat on the box beside Rawena and waved frantically to the lepers as if she was never coming back. Her long, brown hair was tied with bright ribbons Rawena had bought for her, which almost made her look like a normal six-year- old girl, but her face looked ancient. Long lines crisscrossed her face, carved deeply into her skin that was gray and rough like an abandoned hearth. Despite that, she beamed like any child would while riding a cart. Rawena always let her ride for a bit when she left the colony, and she knew this was the only time the little girl was truly happy. 

Rawena put her arm around Marina’s tiny shoulders and smiled. When they reached a bend, she reined in and said, “Very well, my dearest. Time for you to go back.” 

Marina made a long face, as she always did when the short ride was over. She didn’t even remember her parents, and the women of the colony took turns looking after her, and Rawena often wished she could take her with her to Constantinople. She knew it was impossible, though. In the city, the other children would tease her and laugh at her, and even the adults would probably spit on her and ostracize her. She was better off in the colony. Rawena often thought of building a small house on the outskirts of the colony and taking Marina in. 

“I must go, Aunt Rawena,” Marina said as if it was her idea. “You will come back tomorrow?” 

“I promise, my child.” Rawena gave her a hug, her heart brimming with love and tenderness as she felt the girl’s bony shoulders under her hands. 

Marina climbed off the box and ran to the crowd of lepers. Rawena waved to them, and then she turned to the road.

Loneliness fell on Rawena almost immediately. Again it was just she and her mule, and the sparrows that hopped inside the cart, picking breadcrumbs. Rawena had lived in seclusion for centuries, mostly avoiding people to preserve her dark secrets and avoid an injury to her heart. Her visits to the leper colony and her work at the soup kitchen were the only times she wasn’t alone, and they always passed too quickly. 

As she passed the hill, she looked up toward the dilapidated palace and wondered what Vitiges was doing. He was a braggart, and she believed he could be cruel and ruthless. She didn’t like the flame of hatred in his eyes when he talked about the Romans. And yet, she felt sorry for him, for he was even lonelier than she was. Besides, although she hated to admit it, she felt attracted to him more than she had been attracted to a man for ages.

Rawena was used to lepers, and she didn’t mind Vitiges’s scaly skin and deformed fingers. She had felt no disgust when she had stared at his hands, and the moment he had lowered them and gave her that sad, wounded look, she began to feel something for him. Her soul was as deformed as his skin, she felt, and that could be the reason for her attraction. The fact he wasn’t free to hurt and betray her also helped.

Rawena looked forward to visiting Vitiges tonight. Although it was dangerous, with ten guards posted around the palace, she felt it was worth the risk.

She hardly remembered that she had once loved Garux, and the memories of her second—and last—true love, a gladiator called Crimus, were equally hazy. She only recalled that he had tragically died on the night of a lunar eclipse, centuries ago. Since then, her life had been an endless grim tunnel of loneliness. But Vitiges had brought light into the darkness.

The mule tossed its head and snorted, shaking her from her reverie. She twitched when she heard a loud frrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr as the flock of sparrows flew up from the cart and disappeared.

Rawena tensed, for the sudden quiet brought a nearly-forgotten yet awful memory. A screech escaped from her mouth when a white rat scurried onto the cart’s box. Rawena’s heart froze. She had hoped she would never see Pandemia again, and now she felt as if she were struck by lightning.

The mule screamed in panic and started to run. Pandemia hissed, and the mule twitched and slowed down, stumbling along with its head so low its nose nearly grazed the frosty ground. Every muscle on its back trembled.

Pandemia turned to Rawena. “It’s been ages, hasn’t it, darling?” she chirruped.

Terror clenched Rawena’s throat, and awful memories of the plagues and the swamp made her head spin. Why did the rat-goddess seek her, after so many centuries?

“I’m so glad to see you again!” Pandemia said, her tiny eyes shining with excitement. “You’re as pretty as always, sister!”

Rawena shuddered at the last word. While Pandemia saw her as her immortal sister, Rawena felt nothing but hatred for the rat-goddess.

“What do you want?” Rawena snapped when she found the strength to speak.

A shadow of sadness passed over Pandemia’s eyes. “This is how you greet me after five hundred years?”

Rawena said nothing. Had it really been half a millennium? Why couldn’t Pandemia simply forget about her?

“I came to warn you, sister,” Pandemia said after a while.

As she said that, Rawena recalled her real sister, Arvasia, and Garux and Druidess Agira, all of whom might be still looking for her to murder her and prevent another plague. Rawena hoped her heart would never be pierced, and that she would never have to unleash another outbreak. But she feared that Arvasia, Garux, and Agira wanted to behead her or burn her to ashes to make sure.

Rawena would gladly leave this world if she knew that the goddess Epona would take her soul to the Celtic Otherworld. But she was certain that Pandemia would snatch her soul and keep it forever in the swamp in the body of an eternal rat. And that fate was too dreadful to even think about.

Pandemia nodded her tiny head as if she had read her thoughts and agreed. Then she quivered and changed into a woman, or something resembling one, for she retained her beady black eyes, scraggly golden hair, and a long, pointy nose. A split lip revealed enormous teeth. She was shorter than Rawena, and her arms and legs were of the same length so she could run on all fours. Her fingers were unnaturally long and armed with long, sharp nails that looked like mussel shells.

The mule screamed again and stopped. It turned its head and stared at the rat-woman with horror in its gentle dark eyes, quaking so much Rawena thought it would die of fright.

“What did you come to warn me against?” Rawena asked, cringing with repulsion at the sight of fine white hairs on Pandemia’s face. “What is it? What?”

“Your old adversaries are looking for you all over the city, darling,” Pandemia said. “The net is getting tight. You need to leave.”

Rawena gulped, her heart racing. She wondered how her sister and her lover knew that she was in Constantinople. Perhaps they had found out from Druidess Agira and the goddess Epona. And perhaps it was all a lie.

“Isn’t this your trick to bring me back to the swamp?” Rawena asked. She remembered that the lonely rat-woman had sometimes embellished the danger to keep Rawena close to her.

“No, darling!” Pandemia sounded outraged. “I don’t want to lure you to my home, I want you to leave Constantinople. The city has been your haven almost since the time it was founded. But it’s no longer safe.”

Rawena would not feel sorry to leave the filthy, overcrowded city and her tiny, lonely room. What would happen to the lepers, though, who would be left without their bread? What would happen to Marina who would be left without her favorite aunt? And what about that unfortunate Vitiges, who would be left without a friendly soul to speak with?

“I’m sure the authorities will find another way to feed the lepers, darling—as soon as the lepers ventured to the city and its bakeries. And you can take your new friend Vitiges along on your journey.”

“How do you know about Vitiges?” Rawena snapped. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised, though: the rat-goddess could read her thoughts. And she usually knew everything. “Why do you talk about him?”

“I want you to be safe, darling. He is a strong man and a warrior who can protect you. I’ll help him escape, and he will take you to safety. I think he really likes you, darling! He longs for you as much as he longs for his freedom.”

“Did you talk to him?” Rawena asked. “What did you tell him about me?”

Pandemia shifted her eyes, and then she said, “You know, I could make the bars in his window and the chains on his wrists rot away, and you could—”

“No!” Rawena interrupted. “I don’t trust you! And I don’t trust that braggart Vitiges, especially if he is in league with you. I don’t believe you that there’s any real danger. Now get out of my sight!”

“You don’t trust me?” Pandemia sounded hurt. “You don’t believe me? I have always protected you and treated you like my sister.”

“After you turned me into a pestilential monster!”

“But darling! You know I had my reasons to do so, and it’s ancient history. Now you have to think about the future. And your future is full of peril. You need to get far away from the Celtic territories, and Vitiges should get far from Justinian’s reach. Why don’t you two go to Egypt?”

Rawena raised her eyebrows in surprise. Five hundred years ago, Arvasia, Garux, and Druidess Agira had kidnapped her to Egypt and planned to behead her in the temple of Bastet, an ancient cat-goddess who was the protector against plagues and who was stronger than Pandemia. When Rawena escaped, Pandemia warned her that if she ever tried to return to Egypt and seek Bastet’s protection, Pandemia would drag her into the swamp.

Pandemia waved her hand dismissively. “Bastet is a dead goddess, darling. Nobody worships her anymore as the Egyptians have all turned to the Christian god, and she has fallen into an abyss of oblivion. My realm now encompasses the whole world, and my magic can take me from one continent to another in a moment. There’s nowhere I wouldn’t find you, my sister!”

Rawena feared that was true, but she didn’t believe she was in real danger. She turned her head, wishing the rat-woman would disappear. The mule was still staring and trembling.

“You always get the bread for the lepers at the bakery by St. Romanus Gate, don’t you, darling?” Pandemia asked. “Try going to the large bakery by the Church of Hagia Sophia tomorrow. Then you will see that you really are in danger.”

Pandemia quivered, turned back into a rat, and jumped off the cart. After a while, the mule calmed and walked on. The sparrows returned.
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CHAPTER THREE
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As night began to fall, Rawena left Constantinople through St. Romanus Gate, which was already closing. The guardsmen wouldn’t open it again until dawn, so she would have to spend the night outside the walls. She had done it before, to see Vitiges, and tonight she had a special reason to visit the dilapidated palace. She had to confront him about Pandemia.

She walked briskly through the gathering darkness, following the ruts left behind by her cart and the cart that brought Vitiges his food. As the moon rose, she reached the crossroads where she had met the soldiers. She skulked up the hill in the shadows of cypress trees, which hemmed the pathway to the palace like a column of towering guardsmen. Rawena remembered that the trees used to be square and manicured, but now they were either dead or as wild as the surrounding landscape.

In the weak moonlight, the palace rose in front of her like a leprous monster. Although she pitied Vitiges, who lingered alone inside its cold, rotting entrails, she knew he was ruthless, and that he would do anything to leave and get his revenge. She promised herself not to trust him.

As she neared the top of the path, only a few dozen paces from the palace, the crunching of gravel under a guard’s soles made her duck and freeze.

She bit her tongue when she imagined what the guards would do to her if they found her. Roman soldiers were famous not only for their discipline but also for their cruelty, especially to those they considered barbarians. Her mouth filled with the metallic taste of blood.

As the footsteps faded, she dashed past the porch, turned a corner, and rushed along the side wall toward the third window. That was where she had first seen Vitiges, and where they always met. She wasn’t surprised when she saw his moonlit head and torso behind the bars.

“Rawena!” As usual, his hoarse whisper brimmed with relief and glee, as if he had been standing there and waiting for her the whole day. Was he truly fond of her? Or was he just desperate for company?

Despite her determination not to trust him, she had often wondered whether meeting Vitiges could mark a new beginning for her. Could he truly become her ally, protector, and—perhaps—lover? Everything depended on what Pandemia told him about her, and on Pandemia’s true intentions.

Mad as she was, Pandemia truly loved Rawena as her sister. Perhaps she was genuinely concerned about Rawena’s safety, and so she wanted her to leave Constantinople with Vitiges as her protector. But Pandemia was also cunning. And she longed to cleanse the world of humans as much as Vitiges ached to destroy his enemies.

Rawena hated being so confused. It was as if dozens of voices argued inside her head, some calling for caution, others urging her to trust Pandemia, and to leave the city with Vitiges.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Rawena,” he whispered, his eyes shining in the moonlight. “So, so glad! I already thought you wouldn’t come!”

Rawena tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. She wasn’t later than usual so why was Vitiges afraid? And wasn’t his tone more eager than ever?

“Have you met Pandemia?” she asked him.

Vitiges’s face tensed. After a moment of silence, he said, “Oh, you mean that talking rat? Yes, she visited me this morning.” His voice filled with worry as he added, “She said you might be in danger. Is it true?”

“I might be.” Rawena dug her nails into the scabs on her forearm. She had decided to go to the bakery by Hagia Sophia as Pandemia had advised. Who was she going to see?

“Don’t do that,” Vitiges said in a tender voice.

“What?” Rawena asked in surprise.

He reached through the bars, as far as the chain that linked his wrists allowed, and gently pulled her hand away from her bleeding forearm. It was the first time he had touched her. A pleasant tingle spread through her body and soul.

“Don’t mar your beautiful skin, Rawena,” he said, pulling her hand through the bars and pressing it to his lips.

The spot where he kissed her burned like dripping wax, and she was so surprised she yanked her hand away. Although he’d seemed to like her since the night they met, he’d never shown her much affection. Was it because of something Pandemia had told him?

She cleared her throat. “Tell me about your meeting with Pandemia. What did she say?”

“She said she was a goddess worshipped by your tribe,” Vitiges replied.

Since everyone from her former tribe had abhorred and feared Pandemia, Rawena wondered whether it was Vitiges or the rat-goddess who had lied.

“What did she tell you about me?”

“Not much.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “She said you had enemies in your tribe, and that you escaped from them to Constantinople.”

That was somewhat true, Rawena thought. But did he know how, why, and when she had made those enemies? Did he know who she really was?

“Anything else?” she asked.

“No.” He shook his head, making his hair ripple. “Nothing else, Rawena.”

“Are you sure?” She feared that her attraction to him might have weakened her ability to tell whether he was lying. 

“I promise you! But she said your enemies are near, and that she could set me free so we could escape together. Oh, Rawena, beautiful Rawena!” His voice filled with passion. “I would carry you in my arms to the end of the world if your goddess set me free! I would cherish you and protect you until the day I die!” He took a deep breath and added, “And I think I would love you, too.”

Rawena’s throat dried, and a horde of questions stampeded through her mind. Was he sincere? Was he just saying that to get out of captivity? Did he know about her powers? Did he want to use them to get revenge? 

Could she love him, too?

“But what about your wife, Matasuntha?” she asked.

Vitiges scoffed. “I could have married any girl I wanted, you know? Once I got a dozen proposals even before lunchtime. I swear it! I only married that whore Matasuntha because she was of royal blood, which helped me gain the throne. I don’t even want to get back at her. She means nothing to me. But you—”

A guard’s footsteps made him fall quiet and duck under the window. Rawena also ducked, holding her breath in the shadows of a nearby shrub. Cold sweat trickled down her forehead when the guard paused by the window. When he passed, so did her dread. Yet she remained in her position so she could collect her thoughts.

She realized that Vitiges truly sounded much more eager than usual, and she suspected the only thing he wanted from her was to set him free. She didn’t believe he no longer lusted for revenge.

If Rawena saw her enemies tomorrow by Hagia Sophia, she would flee Constantinople—but without Vitiges. She knew she would hate herself for leaving him behind and in captivity, but she feared he would use her as a tool of his vengeance.

She stood erect and said, “I have to go, Vitiges. It’s too dangerous to stay here.”

“No!” he whispered, shaking his head. “Don’t go!”

“But I must! Someone might see me.”

“Then at least let me kiss your beautiful hand again,” he said.

After a short hesitation, Rawena put her hand through the bars. He grabbed it and pulled it roughly toward him so her entire arm got through and her chest pressed against the bars.

“You must be mine, Rawena!” he whispered. “Mine! We will flee together!”

She yanked her hand from his grip and rushed away. As she skulked along the wall to leave the hill, she knew she would never come to see Vitiges again.

* * *
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AS MORNING CAME, PANDEMIA scurried in her rodent form through a muddy canal alongside The Mese, a wide, crowded boulevard on the first hill of Constantinople. Hordes of other rats milled around the colonnaded porticoes, looking for leftovers in front of the numerous grocery shops. When they saw her, they chirruped and chittered, “Ave! Ave our queen!”

Pandemia greeted them as she headed for the Hippodrome and toward Hagia Sophia. The cathedral, clad in white marble, seemed to be larger than the city’s other fifty churches put together. Just the golden cross crowning the main dome was several times taller than the tallest human. It shone like a gigantic gem in the light of the rising sun. Dozens of worshippers treaded the mosaic-covered pavement of the enclosure, but even more people headed for a bakery that stood behind the church.

Her tiny mouth watered at the beautiful smell of freshly baked bread, which overpowered the stink of refuse and human filth that generally suffused the city. She climbed a column between the church and the bakery and watched. Hundreds of people stood in line in front of the bakery. Perhaps half of the five hundred thousand inhabitants of Constantinople were homeless, sleeping in shelters run by the churches, and getting free bread at bakeries. The people were patient and subdued, and only occasionally a fight erupted when somebody tried to skip the line.

Pandemia thought how strange the human world was. In a large market just a few streets down from the church, gangs of slaves carried gilded litters from which rich aristocrats picked golden jewelry from Africa, silk from China, furs from the North, and wine from the West. And here, people stood in a line for free bread.

Scanning the line, Rawena spotted Garux, the lover of Rawena’s younger sister, the man Rawena had once loved. He hadn’t changed much over the five hundred years, except that the last time she had seen him he had worn fine clothes and now he was dressed in a tattered tunic that might have once been white, but which was now brown with grime, and he carried a bundle of filthy old blankets under his arm: a sign that he was homeless. His hair was still long and fair, but incredibly tangled, and his beard was wild and filthy. He was taller than most of the others and as thin as they were.

Pandemia’s instincts told her that Rawena was near. It took her a while to find her, though, for Rawena had pulled a hood over her head, and she held a scarf to her mouth so nobody could recognize her. Pandemia’s heart filled with affection when she saw her rush along the line, glancing around with fear and alarm in her eyes.

When Rawena passed the column, Pandemia climbed down to her eye level and whispered, “Pssst! Over here, darling.”

Rawena twitched and turned around. “I knew you’d be here!” she hissed with a frown. Looking around to make sure nobody was watching them, she asked, “Who did you want to show me?”

Pandemia nodded toward Garux, who had advanced in the line and was only a few dozen feet from the column. “Just look at the tall man over there, sister. That’s the man you used to love, although you might hardly recognize him after so many centuries.”

A shade of fear and recognition passed over Rawena’s violet eyes. She skipped behind the column, her shoulders shivering. “Oh, gods,” she whispered. “Garux!”

“Yes, that’s him, darling,” Pandemia said.

They watched him as he stepped forward in the fast-moving line. He never glanced their way, and the panic faded in Rawena’s eyes.

“What’s he doing here?” Rawena whispered. “Why is he dressed in rags?”

Pandemia thought she heard compassion in her voice. She almost felt sorry that she was going to lie to her. “That’s because he doesn’t want to alert you, sister,” she replied. “He wears this dirty habit when he looks for you around the city because nobody pays attention to beggars. There are so many of them. And they all look the same.”

Rawena ripped the scabs on her forearm, her eyes boring into Garux. She seemed to believe her. “But why is he waiting for bread? If he is like me, he doesn’t feel hunger. I have long learned to live without food.”

“He does it for the same reason as you do, darling, to give the bread to the poor. But he does it so they help him look for you. A loaf of bread is enough for a small family. But a lot of people have too many children to feed, so they always welcome another loaf.”

Rawena gasped and pressed herself against the column, her eyes darting around the crowd. She looked so scared and fragile that Pandemia wanted to turn into her human form and hug her.

Instead, she said, “And your human sister Arvasia is also near, darling. I told you the net is getting tight!”

Rawena cringed and looked around. It seemed she wanted to run away, and yet she couldn’t move.

Guilt devoured Pandemia from the inside when she saw her fright: few of the things Pandemia had told her today were true, and she felt horrible about scaring and deceiving her sister. But she would do anything to make Rawena leave the city and take the vengeful Vitiges with her.

Humans multiplied like cats, and they were twice as mean, and their advanced development and dreadful character made them deadly to all other species. Animals lost their habitats so humans could build their filthy cities; animals lost their lives not only so humans could eat and keep warm, but so they could please their vanity, decorating their chairs and litters with shells and ivory. Human abuse was getting intolerable. And Pandemia feared that, unless she acted, people would one day destroy the whole world.

Garux reached the bakery wicket and got his loaf. As he turned around, Rawena panicked and rushed away. Pandemia watched her until she disappeared behind a corner, and she nodded with satisfaction.

Rawena was scared enough to leave the city. But Pandemia had to make sure that Vitiges would go with her.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Although she wanted to stay in Constantinople and watch Rawena, instincts made Pandemia rush to Rawena’s hometown in Bohemia, the small mountain-locked land east of the enormous territories of the Franks and the Germans. Something was telling her that the goddess Epona had caught wind of her intentions, and that she was going to step in.

Goddess of death and healing, of harvest and maternity, Epona was one of the most revered Celtic deities. Despite that, she wasn’t able to snatch Rawena’s soul from Pandemia’s paws and take her to the Otherworld, where it belonged. Epona could, however, resurrect the mighty Druidess Agira, who would alert Garux and Arvasia, and help them hunt Rawena.

Pandemia wouldn’t mind if Garux and Arvasia found out about Vitiges and about Pandemia’s scheme. It would only make the game more exciting, and she could rejoice at watching their futile efforts to stop her. However, Agira’s magic was much more dangerous for Pandemia’s plans than Garux’s strength and Arvasia’s determination. Agira was never meant to be part of the game. And Pandemia was determined to keep her out of it.

Pandemia sensed that Epona would resurrect Agira in the tribe’s ancient cemetery. Although it was fifteen hundred miles to the north, Pandemia got there in a few moments through her magical tunnel. She emerged, in her rodent form, by a creek that ran through the town and separated the dwellings from the cemetery and ended several miles away—in her swamp.

It was the dead of night, and everything was quiet. The moonlight showed her that a late-winter blizzard had toppled some trees and made others bend under a pile of frozen snow. The creek was frozen, and the thatched roofs of the distant dwellings had thick white caps.

The Celts had been gone for over five hundred years, ever since they had left for Gaul to escape the first plague Rawena had unleashed. A new tribe had settled in a few decades ago, but they buried their dead in the former Celtic pastures.

Pandemia hid behind a mound of snow and watched as the moon rose toward its zenith. Just as she had expected, the goddess Epona appeared when the moon rays touched the frozen creek,

Pandemia had to admit that Epona looked majestic: a statuesque, white-clad woman with silver hair that shone like a halo in the moonlight. She rode side-saddle on a white mare whose hooves hovered over the creek along which she trotted.

Epona reined in by Agira’s grave and looked around. Pandemia sensed that Epona’s mind was reaching toward her, and she hissed an incantation to create a magical shield in front of her and avoid discovery.

Epona turned to three large granite slabs that covered Agira’s grave. With a few gestures of her delicate white hands, she made the slabs slide away. Another sweep of her hand, and she scooped out the frozen dirt to uncover Agira’s remains.

Pandemia hissed and fidgeted behind her shield. Should she turn into her larger, human form and attack Epona before she could resurrect Agira? Pandemia had once overcome Epona in the swamp, but here, their strength was about equal, and Pandemia didn’t want an open battle. What was she to do?

Epona outstretched her hand, and a shimmering ball of light materialized above her palm. Pandemia scowled when she realized it was Agira’s soul. Epona blew on the ball of light as if it were a white dandelion, making it float into the grave. Pandemia knew that soon, Agira would come back to life, in blood and flesh, and that she would pursue Rawena.

Unless...

Pandemia giggled under her breath. She had just thought of a way to mar Epona’s plan while avoiding a direct confrontation.

* * *
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FOR CENTURIES, AGIRA’S soul had floated in the dry ocean of the Otherworld, among millions of other souls. She had been warm and comfortable, and although semiconscious, she had always felt accompanied. And suddenly, her soul was dragged from the warmth of the Otherworld, and she was freezing and dreadfully alone, but for one friendly presence: Epona.

Agira knew why the goddess had brought her back. Before her resurrection, Epona had let her soul glimpse into the world of the living, and Agira learned that Pandemia was plotting another outbreak, and the unsuspecting Arvasia and Garux needed Agira’s help to stop the king Vitiges from using Rawena to unleash it.

Agira felt her soul float into her grave and slither into the orb of her skull. She found herself staring from the grave at the night sky. She saw Epona leaning from her horse and looking down at her, a smile brightening her gentle, moonlit face. At first, Agira felt disembodied but then, the spine shot out of the bottom of the skull, bones spread from the spine, flesh and muscles covered the bones, and skin covered her body.

She sat up and said, “Greetings, goddess,” wondering at the brightness of her voice. Although she had died when she was about eighty, she sounded like a young woman.

Agira looked down and saw that her skin was covered with goosebumps, but it was smooth and drawn tight over her frame: Epona had given her back her youthful body. Agira smiled as she lifted her unblemished hand and ran her fingers through her thick, golden hair.

A chill raked her body, and Epona clapped her hands. The next moment, a long, woolen tunic, fur boots, and a fur coat floated into the grave.

“Thank you, Epona!” Agira exclaimed as she got dressed. “And thank you for bringing me back.” 

Now that she had left the eternal tranquility of the Otherworld, she was aching for action. The last time she had returned on earth, she had helped Garux and Arvasia prevent the plague, but Rawena had slipped through their fingers. She hoped that this time, they would finish her off for good. 

Epona looked around and said, “You are welcome, dear druidess. But don’t be so loud: your town isn’t as empty as it was the last time I brought you back.”

Agira stood, scrambled out of the grave, and gazed across the frozen creek. The snow reflected the moonlight and brightened the night, and she could see the outlines of round dwellings with very low, thatched roofs, which had replaced the long-gone Celtic houses.

The old battlements still encircled the town, and a two-story fort still crowned a hillock on the edge of a river cliff. She sighed with nostalgia at the sight of a thick grove of sacred oaks where her dwelling had once been.

“I would be surprised if nobody settled in such a beautiful place,” she murmured as she turned around and scanned the outline of the wild woods that surrounded the fortification.

Then she remembered that several miles away, the woods turned sick and gruesome, and the creek became putrid and flowed into the realm of Pandemia. The Celts had lived there for centuries, unaware of their dreadful neighbor, until Rawena inadvertently stepped into the swamp and awakened the rat-goddess. Agira doubted the new settlers knew about Pandemia.

“You must depart for Constantinople, Druidess Agira,” Epona said. She snapped her fingers, and a beautiful stallion appeared beside Agira.

The druidess turned to the stallion and scratched it between its ears, feeling the hot breath that came from his nostrils warming her hand. The horse looked at her with intelligent, knowing eyes. She felt thrilled when she imagined herself galloping toward new adventures, atop this magnificent beast and inside her young body. 

“Nobody’s manning the gate, so all you need to do is to lift the bar, sneak out, and ride away,” Epona said. “The stallion will never get tired, but you will need to rest. It will take you over a month to reach Constantinople, and Rawena and Vitiges might be long gone, probably somewhere south, far from the Celtic territories and somewhere where Roman control isn’t as firm. You must pick up her trail and follow her wherever she goes. She doesn’t trust Vitiges, but I’m afraid that the sly, vengeful man will find a way to win her over, especially with Pandemia’s help.”

Agira frowned at hearing the name of the rat-goddess. Epona’s mare snorted and tossed her head.

“I grant you until the next lunar eclipse, at the end of May, to find Rawena and prevent the plague,” Epona said. “This time, your task will be daunting, for only Garux is near her, and he might not be of much help. I can help you only once, my dear, and only when not only you, but the whole of humanity is in danger, but otherwise I cannot interfere. I will guide you in spirit when you ritually invoke me. Other than that, you are on your own.”

Agira gulped and nodded, wondering how she would manage.

Epona smiled and turned her mare back. “Good luck, dear druidess,” she said over her shoulder.

“Goodbye, goddess,” Agira said. “Thank you for everything!”

As Epona trotted upstream and vanished into the moonlight, Agira grabbed the stallion’s bridle and crossed the creek. In the sudden silence, the snow seemed to crunch too loudly under the stallion’s massive hoofs, and she shot a worried glance at the nearest dwellings. She had lived through violent times, and she doubted that humankind had changed its ways. She guessed that trespassers were still tortured, murdered, or taken to slavery.

Agira led the horse toward the gate, hoping that the bar wouldn’t be frozen to the brace, as it had often happened during her former life, and that she would be able to open the gate quietly. As she neared the gate, she felt that leaving the town would not be easy. She sensed Pandemia’s presence, and suddenly she knew that the rat-goddess was about to intervene.

Agira scowled. “I crap on that squeaky whore!”

As she hurried on, she wondered what would happen if she was killed. She feared that she would go straight back to the Otherworld—and might never be allowed to return to the world of the living.

* * *
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AS AGIRA TROTTED TOWARD the gate, Pandemia dashed for the village. She scampered through the grove of ancient oaks, past a wooden statue the new settlers had erected, and she headed for the nearest dwellings. And she screeched.

A cacophony of clucking, mooing, and braying erupted from the houses, where the tribe kept their poultry and livestock in the winter. Dogs barked and howled as if the moonlight turned them mad. They barreled from the houses, large, furry, and wolf-like, and they rushed at her, thinking she was just a rat.

Pandemia hissed, and they froze, growling and with the fur bristling on their hackles. When she hissed again, they whimpered and turned back. As they ran into the huts, they crashed with the people who were just rushing outside.

The people stood in front of their dwellings and looked around, their black outlines crisp against the moonlit snow. They brandished sticks and axes and shouted in a guttural language.

Pandemia guessed that Agira had reached the gate. Some people already ran there, but Pandemia knew they wouldn’t get there in time to catch Agira. Unless she blocked the gate.

She dashed there over the frozen snow, soon outrunning the people, who often got stuck to their knees in the snow. She had been long observing her new neighbors, who called themselves Czechs. Although they belonged to the numerous nations of Western Slavs, their tribe was small and isolated, friendless among the expansive Germans and marauding Avars. They would have no mercy on a foreign intruder.

Pandemia felt no pity for Agira. Although she had grown attached to Arvasia who, being Rawena’s sister, almost felt like Pandemia’s sister as well, and she even took a liking to Garux, Pandemia detested Agira for unbalancing her game and calling her a squeaky whore. Besides, Agira was dead anyway, and if she suffered, the ordeal would be only temporary. The sooner Agira was neutralized, the faster could Pandemia return to Constantinople and see what was happening with Rawena.

As Pandemia neared the gate, she saw the druidess press up against the bar, which seemed to be stuck. Agira looked over her shoulder with fear in her eyes as she heard the shouting of the approaching Czechs. The stallion sensed Pandemia was near, and he screamed and reared. The bridle slid out of Agira’s grasp, and she pressed up against the bar with both hands.

The bar groaned as it rose.

Pandemia knew that the next second, Agira would push the gate open and rush out. The stallion would follow, and she would mount it and gallop into the night. And the Czechs were still several paces away.

Pandemia approached Agira, thinking what to do. She noticed a high bank of shoveled snow on each side of the gate. And that gave her an idea. She focused her mind on the snowbanks, making them move. 

Agira screamed in fright as the snowbanks rushed at her like the closing jaws of a giant white trap. Pandemia squealed with laughter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Despite Pandemia’s claims, Rawena’s sister Arvasia wasn’t in Constantinople. She had lived there for decades until about a century ago, when she had separated from Garux and had gone to Gaul to seek her old tribe.

Arvasia didn’t remember what exactly had caused the separation. It was so long ago that nothing from that epoch seemed to have truly happened, but she guessed it was the strain of living together for so many centuries that had taken its toll on her and Garux.

Searching through her ancestral territories, she had found a Celtic tribe that had a legend about an immortal chieftain Garux, his fearless lover Arvasia, and a pestilential demigoddess Rawena. Guessing that it was her nation, she settled down with them and even became their chieftess. The tribe had dwindled to a few dozen people, due to nearly constant warfare with the Romans, but it formed a confederation with a few other tribes and clans that occupied a small town and seven villages on the western bank of the River Rhine, in the easternmost corner of Gaul.

Fifty years ago, Arvasia had become the high chieftess of the whole confederation. Although she had many suitors, partly because of her fame, status, and immortality, and partly because of the dark, ravishing beauty she had inherited from her Grecian grandmother, she lived alone on a hillock beyond the town. She vowed she would never marry a mortal man, for she couldn’t bear the thought of losing him of old age and crying at his funeral.

Deep down, she still loved Garux, and she hoped he was safe and happy wherever he was. As far as she remembered, they had parted as friends, and she occasionally yearned to see him, but she never found the strength to seek him. She had also given up her search of Rawena, and since she hadn’t heard of any pandemic for five hundred years, she hoped that Pandemia’s curse had been broken.

Then, in the dead of the night, a knock came on her door to wake her up from her sleep and open her eyes to reality.

Arvasia stirred and started into the darkness, wondering whether the knock was real. Raindrops pattered the thatched roof and fell on the dirt floor through the ventilation hole. She lifted her head and let her eyes adjust to the gloom. A few embers still glowed in her hearth in the middle of the room. They cast weak, reddish light on the wooden walls and the frame of the window, beyond which the black night gaped. She lowered her head back on the pillow, thinking it was the storm that had woken her. As she was falling back asleep, the knock came again. 

Arvasia sat up on her pallet. “Who is it?”

“It’s Druid Maguno,” came in a reply in a haughty yet eager voice. “Please let me in, chieftess. I need to speak to you.”

Arvasia frowned and shook her head. Maguno was the most relentless of her suitors. Last year, he’d become the confederation’s druid after his master’s sudden death, and since then he’d been openly claiming that he and Arvasia should wed and form a powerful alliance.

“What is it, Maguno?” she snapped. She couldn’t believe he would call on her in the middle of the night to—

What could he want?

Maguno called through the door, “I’ve got a message for you.”

She tilted her head. “A message? From who?”

“It’s from ... Agira.”

“Agira ...” Arvasia stared into oblivion for long moments before she recognized the name.

She had a hazy memory of an old, sharp crone she had known in her youth, and of a beautiful, golden-haired woman who had returned from the Otherworld to help them prevent the second outbreak of the plague.

Arvasia hadn’t thought of Druidess Agira for decades, and she was sure she hadn’t mentioned her to the new generations of her tribesmen. So how could Maguno know about her?

“Did you say, Agira?” she asked.

“Yes, yes! Will you let me in, please? The sleet is quite annoying.”

The drumming of the raindrops had intensified. As the bear hide that covered her slid from her shoulders, goosebumps sprang up on her skin, despite the glowing embers. It had to be freezing outside.

She got up, pulled the hide over her shoulders like a cape, smoothened her black hair, and walked to the door. As she unbarred it, she hoped she hadn’t let slip something about Agira without remembering it, and that Maguno wasn’t using it as a pretext to worm himself into her house at night.

She opened the door ajar and stuck her head out. Maguno stood there huddled in a fur coat, holding a torch whose flame sputtered in the rain. After a short hesitation, she made a way for him and he stepped in.

Maguno was about thirty, and short and scrawny for a Celt, but he had a large head with a very high and bulging forehead that was accentuated by his receding hairline. The torchlight illuminated a pair of inquisitive, intelligent eyes that were the light blue color of a spring sky. Rain dripped from his long fair hair and beard, but his face bore its usual haughty look.

Maguno was conceited and very proud of his status as the second most powerful person in the confederation, after Arvasia. While many other continental Celts had been forced to accept whatever gods or god the Romans worshipped at any given time, this confederation still clung to druidism. Arvasia had seen Epona and Pandemia, and she had ensured that her people wouldn’t abandon their ancient beliefs. Ever since Maguno had become the druid, she had been secretly regretting it. But she guessed that he would rise to power in any case, ruthless and ambitious as he was.

A flash of lust and desire passed over Maguno’s eyes when he saw Arvasia in her underdress, the hide only covering her back.

Arvasia stepped back and asked sharply, “What is it you want to tell your chieftess?” She hoped that reminding him of her status would keep him from making advances. Although she was taller than he, and centuries of dangers had sharpened her fighting skills, she had learned it was smarter to avoid conflict whenever possible.

Maguno ran his hand over his wet face and wrought the water from his beard. His coat still dripped, making a puddle of mud around his boots.

“I have spoken to your druidess,” he said, a different passion brightening his eyes. “I was performing a rite in the woods, and she materialized in front of my soul’s vision, and she explained who she was.” His voice filled with self-importance as he continued, “She told me that, since we shared the same bloodline and magical abilities, and since I was in the middle of a ritual, she was able to reach me now that she had returned on the earth.”

“She has returned?” Arvasia asked, a premonition gnawing at her heart. Agira’s departure from the Otherworld could only mean that the danger of pestilence was imminent.

“Yes! She told me that the goddess Epona had brought her back this very night.”

“Why? Is it because of Rawena?”

“It is, my chieftess,” Maguno replied. “The druidess told me that Rawena is in Constantinople, where she met the former Ostrogothic king Vitiges. Apparently, Vitiges is obsessed with getting back at the Romans, who dethroned and imprisoned him. Pandemia told Vitiges everything about Rawena’s dark powers, and he plots to pierce her heart to unleash a plague upon the Romans.”

Arvasia winced and rubbed her forehead as if it could help her rein in her racing thoughts. She was now fully awake. “Does Rawena know about the plot?” she asked, although her instinct told her that her sister was an unsuspecting pawn in the conspiracy.

“She does not, but she probably suspects something. Pandemia wants to free Vitiges so he can earn Rawena’s trust, only to betray her on the upcoming lunar eclipse. Agira wants you to set off for Constantinople to stop him.”

“I will!” Arvasia said, her heart drumming with resolution. “I will set off tomorrow.” She thought for a while and asked, “I suppose that Agira was resurrected in our old town? Is she going to Constantinople as well?”

Maguno sighed and shook his large head. “She isn’t, my chieftess. Unfortunately, she fell into the hands of the tribe that had settled in your old territory.”

“What?” Arvasia exclaimed, her legs wobbling under a dizzy spell. How could Agira’s mission crumble the same night it had started?

“Agira made me see everything through her memories,” Maguno said, his voice brimming with awe. “She was about to leave the town, leading a horse toward the gate. Suddenly, Pandemia screeched somewhere among the houses. Agira rushed to the gate and pushed up at the bar. It was frozen to the brace, though, and it took her a while to lift it. Pandemia must have gone very near then, for the horse went wild.”

Arvasia held her breath as she listened. A gust of wind blasted through the window. The embers blazed, turning Maguno’s face red.

“Agira was about to open the gate,” the druid continued. “Then, all of a sudden, she was up to her neck in snow. There had been two banks of shoveled snow on both sides of the gate. Pandemia must have used magic to make the banks slide toward each other and bury Agira.”

Arvasia inhaled breath as she took it in. It definitely sounded like one of Pandemia’s filthy tricks.

“The druidess screamed and tried to wriggle out of the pile. The tribesmen rushed forward and surrounded her. The horse turned around and kicked at them, but two of them managed to grab the reins and bring it under control. The others turned at the squirming Agira, screaming something like ghouls and brandishing their weapons.”

“Poor druidess,” Arvasia whispered.

“They took her to a little cell in the fort,” Maguno said in a grim voice. “She fears she will be executed and never return to the earth again.”

* * *
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ON THE FOLLOWING DAY, Arvasia rode her steed in front of a group of about two hundred mounted Celts. Every horse owner of the confederation volunteered to help her try to prevent the plague, and those who had more than one beast loaned their spare mounts to their poorer neighbors.

Some volunteers rode restless stallions while others dragged behind on aged plow horses. A few flaunted swords and bits of armor, and the rest had clubs, knives, maces, and axes. But their animated chatter told Arvasia that they were all dying for adventure and excited about meeting the legendary Garux and chasing the dreaded Rawena.

Behind the horsemen, eight oxen drew four wagons heaped with food and supplies. The confederation’s women walked behind the entourage, many holding a baby in their arms, children hopping around them and their aged parents in tow. They would accompany the riders to the crossroads, then go back to protect their homes and look after the livestock.

The wide River Rhine rushed past, muddy and turbulent, nearly black as it reflected the storm clouds, which completely erased the midday sun. A biting wind flew from the river, and people huddled in their coats. The old wooden bridge strained and creaked under the weight of hooves, wheels, and feet.

Arvasia reined in at the crossroads, and those who had ridden just behind her gathered around her, tall, burly men, most sporting droopy mustaches and some with curvilinear tattoos on their cheeks and foreheads.

Druid Maguno was shorter than all of them, but they all made way for him as he steered his horse toward her. Maguno wore a disapproving look on his haughty face, and she guessed he would try to talk her out of her plan. When they had gathered this morning, she had told him she would return alone to her hometown to rescue Druidess Agira while he would take volunteers to Constantinople. Maguno had only frowned back then. Now he seemed to be about to speak up.

“Are you sure this is a good idea, my chieftess?” he asked. “I think you should go with us.”

“But I need to go to Bohemia to save Agira, Maguno. She is my friend and ally, and she’s got magical abilities that will help us catch Rawena.”

“Then let me go with you,” he pleaded, making her wonder at the devotion in his voice. “I will lead you to Agira, and I can protect you along the way. You alone will be in too much peril!”

Maguno’s eyes filled with genuine concern that touched a dormant string in Arvasia’s heart. Since she had separated from Garux, no man had ever looked after her or worried about her, for she was an immortal chieftess. Although she was fiercely independent, she realized she had missed it, for it was a sign of affection. Perhaps Maguno wasn’t as self-absorbed as she had thought. Did his desire to marry her go beyond cunning and power lust?

“I think I can find the way to my hometown, Maguno,” she said with a gentle smile. “All I need to do is to follow the eastern path until the wide merchant road that leads to Bohemia, and then it will be easy. I can take care of myself.” She tapped a long dagger at her belt. “And it will be much easier for a single person to sneak into the town.”

“But what if the settlers find you out?” he exclaimed. “I’m sure it’s the Slavs, and they have a reputation of being ferocious and territorial. You need someone to fight for you!”

“I told you I would manage,” she said kindly yet firmly, trying to erase any doubts from her voice. “Besides, you need to take the group to Constantinople.” She scanned the gathered horsemen. “These men need a strong leader, and it’s you. You are smart and resourceful, and you have great powers that will help Agira lead you to Rawena and Vitiges.”

As she expected, that praise worked on the ambitious Maguno. “Very well,” he said with a resigned sigh. “I will lead them to Constantinople.”

“Good,” she said with a thankful smile. “It will take you about a month and a half to get there, so you’ll arrive at the end of April, a month before the eclipse. That will give you enough time to act.”

“We will ride as fast as we can, my chieftess. And we will start looking for Rawena and Vitiges as soon as we get there.”

Arvasia nodded. “I should arrive in Bohemia in less than a fortnight, and I do hope Agira will be still alive then.” She knew that many tribes killed their prisoners ritually and during sacred days. She prayed that no such day would come anytime soon. 

“Once I have saved Agira, it will take us around forty days to reach Constantinople,” she continued. “We should meet there at the beginning of May, with a few weeks to prevent the catastrophe. I hope that by then, you’ll have made some progress.”

“I’m sure we will!” Maguno said, his voice brimming with overconfidence.

“Rawena might not be there anymore, of course, but let’s make Constantinople our base.”

Maguno nodded.

“When you get there, make some men look for Garux.” Arvasia remembered how much Garux loved Constantinople with its buzz of people of all races and nations, its stunning architecture, mild climate, and the magnificent ships leaving and entering the enormous port and sailing across the blue sea. “He might still be there, and he will help you with the search.”

“As you wish, chieftess,” Maguno said. And he frowned.

Arvasia studied his face, wondering whether it was her mentioning Garux that displeased him. Everyone knew that she and Garux had once been lovers. Was Maguno jealous? Or did he fear that Garux, being the tribe’s ancient chieftain, would take over the mission? Whatever it was, she hoped that no animosity would stand in the way of their quest.

“I’ve got something for you,” Arvasia said as she untied a leather bag that had been attached to her wooden saddle and gave it to Maguno.

The druid raised his eyebrows when he opened it and saw it brimmed with golden coins. “Where did you get so many riches?”

Arvasia looked around to make sure nobody was listening. Then she replied in a hushed voice, “When the goddess Epona first sent Agira’s soul back on earth, she gave her a magical pouch with an inexhaustible supply of gold. And before Agira departed after the end of our quest, she gave me the pouch.”

Maguno listened with his mouth wide open. She saw a flash of greed in his eyes, and she berated herself for telling him. Why didn’t she simply say she had got a normal pouch of gold? How could she be so silly at five hundred years of age? 

Maguno looked around at the gathered men. “But... so many of our tribesmen are so poor and you...” His voice filled with wonder and mild resentment that surprised Arvasia, who would never think him to be compassionate. Had she been wrong all along about Maguno? Had she been too prejudiced against him to see his real personality?

“I’ve always helped the poor when they needed clothes, food, or tools, haven’t I, Maguno?” she asked gently.

The druid nodded.

Arvasia smiled and continued. “I always kept the pouch secret, though, because I don’t want our people to come down with the gold bug and fight over the riches. I have long learned that money is nearly as dangerous for humanity as Pandemia’s schemes.”

“I suppose you are right, my chieftess.”

“Today, I made an exception, Maguno, for you need gold for the voyage. I’m keeping the magical pouch at a safe place, but I’ve poured out enough gold for you and your men to buy more food and supplies along the way, and to bribe guards and chieftains to let you pass through their territories.”

“Thank you, Chieftess Arvasia.” Maguno undid the top two buttons of his coat and stuck the pouch inside.

She smiled and said, “I think it’s time to part, Druid Maguno.”

Maguno sighed and nodded, and for a few moments, he wasn’t a haughty, respected, and fearsome druid, but an adoring man with an ache in his heart and wistful longing in his eyes. Once again, Arvasia wondered whether she had misjudged him. A strange thought passed her mind: if she married a druid, she would never really lose him, as he would, at least, visit her in spirit after his death to keep her company. 

She shook her head to clear her mind. “Pray to Epona every day, and perform rites weekly to connect with Agira. May the good spirits give you luck and speed, Maguno.”

“And may they protect you along the way, my chieftess,” he said fervently. He gulped and opened his mouth as if he wanted to speak more, but then he nodded goodbye and turned his horse.

“Follow me!” he shouted in a commanding voice, and the group began to move southward, to the calls of the women and cries of the children.

The men waved to their families and called their good wishes to Arvasia. When they departed, Arvasia waved to the women, children, and elderly and turned eastward. As she trotted toward Bohemia, she hoped she would reach her hometown before the Slavs murdered Agira.
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CHAPTER SIX
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On the following night, Rawena rushed down the shadowed Makros Embolos, a wide mall that led toward Kontoskalion Harbor. The moon was rising, and as it was nearly full, the night was perfect for fishing. She hoped to find a fisher who would be willing to take her out of Constantinople.

Rawena had first decided to stay, thinking that since the city was the crowded home of half a million people, she wasn’t likely going to run into Garux or Arvasia. Pandemia’s warning had been ringing in her ears, though, and she had lost her nerve. If it was true that Garux and Arvasia were looking for her and even bribing the city’s poor to help them, then she was in deadly danger.

As she crossed The Mese, Rawena’s mind drifted toward the leper colony, and sorrow bruised her heart. Tomorrow morning, the lepers would be waiting for her in front of their hovels, but she would never come. Her visits filled their hearts as well as their stomachs: she brought them not only bread but also news from the outside and the feeling that they hadn’t been forgotten. Now they would suffer from hunger and loneliness.

And what about little Marina? The poor girl had clung to her that morning and didn’t want to go off her after the ride to the bend, almost as if she sensed that Rawena was going away. At that time, Rawena wasn’t yet convinced she would leave, and she acted as if she would see Marina tomorrow. Now she regretted it. Her eyes stung when she imagined Marina crying and calling her name. 

Rawena would miss the girl and the lepers—and she would even miss Vitiges. Although she hated to admit it, she had grown attached to the braggart, perhaps because he was as lonesome as she was, and because the city teemed with his enemies, as it teemed with hers.

Most of all, she felt guilty about leaving without him. Had she agreed to Pandemia’s proposal to escape along with him, Vitiges would now be free. She imagined him alone in that dilapidated palace, standing by their window, his scaly hands grasping the rusty bars, his keen eyes squinting into the gloom on the lookout for her, and she wondered whether she was being selfish. No, she decided, she was just being cautious. She was a deadly weapon, and she would be insane to put herself into the hands of such a vengeful man.

The night was still, and Rawena thought her feet clapped too loudly against the pavement. She hadn’t met a soul since she’d left her rooming house. But as she passed the Forty Martyrs Church, a man shouted behind her.

“Hey! You there! Wait!”

She turned around and saw two men hurrying toward her. At first, she feared that one of them was Garux. He would have shouted in Gaulish, though, not in Latin. Besides, Garux was tall and thin, while these two men were short and burly. Were they Garux’s and Arvasia’s agents?

Rawena turned back and ran, hoping to find salvation among the fishermen in the harbor. The soles of the men’s shoes beat the pavement behind her, and she had a flashback from centuries ago of running from enemy soldiers through the woods in her tribe’s hunting territory—and stumbling into Pandemia’s swamp.

Dashing through the shadows of a colonnaded portico, Rawena slipped on a pile of dung. Although she flailed her hands and regained her balance, she heard the men right behind her. She drew her dagger and turned to face them.

One of them grasped a knife; the other wielded a club. She skipped back as the first man jabbed at her with the knife, but the other man stepped forward and brought the club down on her wrist.

Rawena yelped with pain. Her hand went numb, and the dagger slid through her fingers. As the blade clattered against the pavement, she turned to run, but the men grabbed her by the forearms.

“Help!” she screeched, and the man with the knife clasped his hand over her mouth. His hand smelled of leather, as if he had been holding reins or repairing shoes. His body pressed against her from behind. The blade of his knife touched her throat.

Rawena tried to scream again, but only a muffled groan came through the man’s fingers.

“Shut up, you bitch!” he hissed into her ear.

Her eyes glided around, hoping that her scream had woken someone up. There were only a few stores, a barbershop, and a small chapel with a cemetery. All windows remained black and shuttered: few Romans would sleep with their windows open, fearing the ill effects of nocturnal air. 

Her eyes glided to the man with the club. He was bald but for curly patches above his ears, and he had a large gap between his teeth.

His coat was dyed green.

Her heart fell when she realized what it meant. Constantinople was run by the Greens and the Blues, two rival groups that were rumored to be mightier than the imperial police and have close ties to the emperor himself. The groups’ partisans, or shock troops, wore coats of those colors and terrorized the city at night.

“Didn’t you know there is a curfew, whore?” the man with the knife growled into her ear. “You have broken Justinian’s orders!”

Rawena had never heard of a curfew, but she knew this was a common practice: The partisans beat, robbed, or even murdered Constantinople’s citizens for violating imaginary laws. 

“Yes, you have broken a law.” The other man grinned stupidly. “And you’ll pay for it.”

She wanted to say that she was poor, but the first man still held his hand over her mouth. And when she saw the hungry looks in the eyes of the other man, she realized they weren’t after money. 

The partisans were infamous for raping lonely women. 

Rawena wanted to scream and twist out of their grasp, but the man with the knife held her tight. She squirmed like a hooked eel, her stomach cartwheeling when she imagined their hands ripping her clothes and their pricks defiling her.

Just as the one with the club reached for her breast, a man shouted behind them. “Unclean! Unclean!”

Rawena turned her head and saw the man rush toward them. Hope surged through her heart. She knew it had to be someone from the leper colony, for they had to call “unclean” when they approached non-lepers. He must have heard her scream and perhaps even recognized her. And now he was coming to help her.

“Unclean, unclean!” the man called again as he approached them. And as the moonlight fell on his face, she gasped with surprise when she recognized Vitiges.

The hoodlums turned toward him but didn’t relinquish their grip on Rawena. “Get lost, damn it!” the one with the club snapped, brandishing his weapon.

Vitiges came up straight to him, however, and Rawena thought he would attack him. But Vitiges stretched out his hand and wailed, “Mercy! I haven’t eaten in days!”

Vitiges shoved his scaly hand in the man’s face, making him recoil at the sight of his deformed fingernails. Then Vitiges shot up his other hand and grasped the other man’s wrist. As Vitiges pulled the man’s hand down, and as the knife got farther from Rawena’s throat, Rawena elbowed the man’s belly. He grunted and loosened his grip on her mouth, and she wriggled herself free.

The man jabbed the knife at her, but she skipped out of his reach. The other man swung his club at Vitiges. Although Vitiges let go of the other man’s wrist and leaned back, the club hit his shoulder. Vitiges roared in pain and stumbled away from the two men. Then he reached under his coat and drew a short sword.

The hoodlums stared at him, brandishing their weapons, but they wouldn’t attack. Rawena saw her dagger lie behind the man with the club. She skipped forward and bent for the dagger. Her injured wrist screamed in protest as she grasped the handle. The man noticed her and turned around. The club hovered above her head, and she feared he would smash her skull.

She cringed and crawled away from him. Then she heard him groan. The next moment, he collapsed beside her, and she realized that Vitiges had stabbed him. Vitiges’s sword was stuck in the man’s back, and as Vitiges tried to pull it out, the other man lurched at him with the knife. Rawena sprang up and barreled into him. She stabbed at him wildly and felt her dagger breaking his skin and going through his flesh and muscles somewhere above his hip. His hot, sticky blood poured over her hand. The man screamed in pain and shock, and he stumbled.

Vitiges sprang toward him and plunged his sword into the man’s chest. The man fell and writhed on the pavement. Then he lay still. The man with the club lay on his belly. His head was turned toward Rawena, and his eyes were wide opened and stared accusingly. But death had blinded him.

“Oh, gods,” Rawena mumbled as she staggered away from him, rubbing her bloodied hand into the skirt of her coat.

Vitiges pulled the sword and dagger out of the other man’s body, wiped the blades on the man’s coat, and sheathed the sword. He came to Rawena and handed her the dagger.

Rawena stared at the weapon but didn’t take it. She hadn’t killed anyone in centuries, and although it was Vitiges who had delivered the fatal blow, she had to breathe hard so as not to vomit.

When Vitiges saw she wouldn’t take the dagger, he shrugged his shoulders and stuck it under his belt. He still breathed hard from the fight, and he stared at her with an intensity that made her look away.

“Thank you,” she said after a while. Glancing at the men she added, “You saved me from something horrid.”

Vitiges chuckled. “That was nothing, my beauty. Seeing a gorgeous woman in distress always gives me incredible power, you know? Once I killed a to-be rapist with a single punch. I swear it!” He cleared his throat and added in a serious tone, “I would do anything for you, beautiful Rawena!”

His eyes shone with so much passion she felt her cheeks burn. A few seagulls guffawed above their heads as they flew toward the port. The moon had risen toward its zenith, and Rawena guessed the fishermen were already leaving.

“What are you doing here?” she asked him. “Did Pandemia set you free? Did she tell you to follow me?” She looked around as if she expected to see Pandemia’s beady eyes shine in the moonlight.

“Pandemia made the chains on my wrists and the bars in the window rot away,” Vitiges said with awe in his voice. “She told me you were going to the harbor, and that you could get in trouble along the way. She sent me along to protect you.”

For a moment, Rawena wondered whether the rat-woman had sent the rapists at her so Vitiges could save her and win her trust. Then she thought it unlikely. Pandemia still seemed to love her like her sister and wouldn’t expose her to such danger.

“So you were going to escape without me, Rawena?” Vitiges asked. He didn’t sound angry or accusing. He sounded sad. “Pandemia had told you she would free me if you agreed to throw your lot with me. And yet you decided to flee alone and leave me in that terrible place?”

Shame stabbed Rawena’s heart. How could she explain to him the reason for her decision?

“What was your plan, anyway?” Vitiges asked. “What were you going to do over there?” He lifted his hand to point toward the harbor, and he winced in pain. She remembered that one of the hoodlums had hit his shoulder with the club, and her shame deepened. Vitiges had risked his life for her. And she would have let him rot alone—and, likely, for life—among the moldy walls of that crumbling palace.

She had been good to the poor and to the lepers to make up for the plague. But she hadn’t been good to the unfortunate Vitiges.

Rawena cleared her throat and said, “I was going to bribe a fisher into taking me to one of the nearest islands. But they have probably all set sail already.”

“Probably,” Vitiges replied, glancing at the moon. “And even if they hadn’t, they would not take you along, for even the nearest islands are too far for a small fishing boat. And what would you do even if you managed to get there? You would be trapped! And what if the fisher was in league with your enemies?”

Rawena thought it unlikely, but she guessed that Vitiges was right about the fishers refusing to take the risk of going to an island. Had she been too desperate to make a solid plan?

“You need to get far away, beautiful Rawena. And you need someone to protect you.” He tossed his head toward the prostrate hoodlums. “You haven’t even left the city, and already you nearly got raped and perhaps killed. And what makes you think that the fishers wouldn’t take advantage of you? Alas! This is not a world for a lone, gorgeous woman, Rawena—brave, self-sufficient, and wonderful as she might be.”

Rawena felt his words glide straight into her heart. What a man Vitiges was. Handsome, heroic, strong, resourceful, and passionate. She couldn’t remember the last time a man talked to her like that. It was true that he was the perfect companion to her escape. But what if it was he who would take advantage of her, or rather, her dark powers?

Vitiges patted a pouch that hung from his belt. “Along with the sword and instructions where to find you, Pandemia gave me a lot of money. We don’t need to bribe someone to take us away: we can buy his ship with all the crew. Besides, I’m a wonderful sailor, you know? Once I sailed across ...” Vitiges fell silent and cleared his throat. “What do you say, beautiful Rawena?”

Rawena said nothing, but she knew she had to accept his proposal. Since he had just escaped from the emperor’s custody, he was in too much danger to even think of betraying her while they were on the run. And she could escape from him once they had reached safety.

“Come, gorgeous Rawena,” Vitiges said. “We both have enemies in this damned city, and we both need to leave fast. Why not go together? I give you the word of a former king that I will protect and honor you.”

Rawena tasted metallic liquid in her mouth, and she realized that the tension had made her bite her tongue.

“I swear you have nothing to fear from me, beauty,” Vitiges said, stepping closer. “Now take my hand and come.”

After a short hesitation, Rawena did.
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CHAPTER SEVEN




[image: image]


Hard, compact snow covered the roads, and Arvasia reached Bohemia faster than she had hoped. But although she had been skulking around the battlements of her former town for a whole day, she couldn’t find a way in. No prints or dung marked the forest path that led into her territory, and she guessed that nobody had come or left since the last snowfall. Were the locals going to stay holed in until the thaw?

On the morning of the second day, she woke up to the clattering of her teeth. She camped in the woods about half a mile from the battlements, and she had dared make only a small fire so the tribespeople wouldn’t see the smoke. The fire had died long ago.

Arvasia stood, rubbed her hands, and blew on her frozen fingers. Her steed stared at her with dismal eyes, and she hugged him to make them both warmer. Leaving him tied to a tree, she walked toward the town.

The woods seemed frozen dead, and only the eerie creaking and groaning of the trees bending under piles of snow disrupted the silence. As she neared the battlements, she wondered whether she had been foolish to insist on going to Bohemia alone. Two hundred Celts had volunteered for the quest, and she could have told some of them to come with her. But they would probably be more useful in Constantinople than here.

A biting wind blew against her and brought the smell of smoke and sounds from the town: children laughing and yelling in a strange, guttural tongue as they probably fought with snowballs, and the grunting of saws and beat of hammers in the workshops.

Arvasia wondered what had happened to Agira. Was she still a prisoner of the fort? Was she still alive? If only Druid Maguno was there to tell her! 

She stood by the high stone wall near the frozen creek, about halfway between the gate and the river cliff, and she guessed the old Celtic cemetery spread on the other side. She touched the cold stone and lifted her head to give the wall a challenging look.

The Czechs had cut down all the trees that grew too near the battlements so nobody could use them to climb over. No snowdrifts piled against the wall to offer a way in. But Arvasia was going to make one. She would spend the day piling up the snow against the wall so she could climb over at dusk. She wished Garux was there to help her, like in the old times.

As she scooped the first handful of snow, she heard the neighing of a horse. At first, she thought it was her steed, but then she realized the sound hadn’t come from the woods. It had come from the path.

Arvasia let the snow fall through her fingers and rushed toward the gate. Through the trees, she saw two small but sturdy horses pull a wagon. Two bearded men sat on the box huddled in fur coats. Steam rose from their mouths as they chatted in that strange language.

The wagon was leaving the town. Had she been closer, she might have slipped through the gate, which was now already closed.

“Damn,” Arvasia whispered, thinking what to do.

One of the horses neighed again, and she hoped that her steed wouldn’t answer. She was just wondering where the wagon could be going when she noticed a large saw hanging from a post by the box. They were going for firewood. And they would surely be back before sunset.

Arvasia decided to wait for them by the gate and try to sneak along with them. Then she got another idea, and she skulked behind the wagon, making sure to keep off the path so they wouldn’t spot her footprints on their way back. 

The wagon turned around and stopped at a place where a blizzard had felled about a dozen dead trees. Arvasia hid behind a leafless blackberry bush and watched. 

The men leaped off the box, shed their coats, and started to cut the trees in half, hack off their branches, and pile the logs onto the wagon. The snoring of their saw and the thudding of their axes carried sharply through the white silence. The horses pawed at the snow to get to the grass underneath, occasionally turning their heads as if wondering how much weight they would have to drag. 

Arvasia fidgeted, and the horses were snorting with irritation when the men finally hung the saw on the post, put away the axes, and put their coats back on. It seemed they would head back home. Arvasia had hoped to hide among the logs, but the pile wasn’t high enough. Even if she had managed to climb the wagon and lie flat on the pile without the two men noticing, somebody would surely spot her as the wagon passed through the town’s gate. 

She was starting to despair, but then the men picked up the largest branches and threw them onto the pile of logs. Could she hide underneath them? 

The men didn’t sit on the box, but they flanked the horses and grabbed their bridles to lead them back. As the horses pressed against the harness and the wheels began to roll, she dashed forward and leaped onto the back of the cart. She climbed onto the pile, praying that neither of the men would turn his head, and she burrowed under the branches. 

The way back was much slower as the horses toiled with the burden and the men walked beside them, and yet they seemed to reach the town too soon. Arvasia’s heart raced as she heard the gate open, and as a few dogs began to bark. They seemed to be facing her as they barked, and she feared that the Czechs would realize somebody was hiding among the wood. 

The wagon moved forward and the gate banged shut. Somebody yelled, probably at the dogs, and they quieted. 

Arvasia dared peek through the branches. The gate was getting smaller as the wagon rattled toward the center of the town. No sentries were around, and the dogs were chasing a wildcat into the cemetery. She spotted a row of large, wooden boxes, probably beehives.

Summoning all her courage, she pushed the branches aside, swung her legs over the edge of the wagon, and leaped off. She rushed toward the beehives, looking straight at them without glancing sideways, almost as if she believed that if she didn’t see anyone, nobody would see her.

She reached the nearest beehive and hid behind it. Only the icy creek and the silent cemetery were behind her back, and nobody seemed to notice her. The town was quiet, and none of the few people and dogs she saw were heading her way. The wagon was rattling on. It was snowing again, and she hoped the snow would soon erase her footprints. 

Relief washed over her when she realized she had managed to smuggle herself into the town unnoticed. But what was she going to do now?

* * *
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AGIRA HAD SPENT A FORTNIGHT in a tiny cell in the fort, chained to a grimy wall and fed stale bread and thin porridge. It had seemed that the Czechs would keep her prisoner forever. But today, she sensed they would ritually murder her.

She had managed to connect to Maguno while he was performing a rite, and he told her that Arvasia was coming to her rescue. But how could Arvasia ever save her?

The short day was coming to an end, and dusk gathered behind the small window above her head. Darkness began to creep around the cell when the key rattled in the lock.

The massive oak door of her cell swung open, and four men walked in. The light of their torches showed her that their faces were painted red and black. Thin headbands tied their long hair; their beards fell over their chests to nearly cover their large, ax-like amulets. They were dressed in long, white tunics.

The icy fingers of dread groped Agira’s heart when she saw ornamented swords dangle from their belts. Her premonition was accurate.

The youngest man, whose hair and beard were only starting to gray, unfastened the chain and led her out of the cell. The older priests sang and chanted in an eerie chorus as they followed.

They led her out of the fort and among the houses toward the grove of oaks. Firelight flickered beyond the windows, but nobody looked out or watched from the doorways. In her tribe, ritual killings had been usually performed in public. But it seemed that these four men allowed no onlookers.

They still sang and chanted as they led her into the grove of oaks. Long-forgotten memories rushed upon her, and she instinctively looked for her dwelling, but it was long gone. Instead, the men’s torches, and the mottled moonlight that struggled through the naked branches above her head, showed her a life-size wooden statue of a bearded god with a flaming ax in his hand.

A large pile of brushwood stood by the statue, and for a moment, she feared they would burn her alive, just as she had used to burn her enemies as an offering to Epona, Cernunnos, and other Celtic deities. But they tied her with a rope to a nearby tree.

Although relieved that her death wouldn’t be agonizing, Agira knew it meant the end of her mission. She doubted that Epona would resurrect her again. Would her friends and allies manage to prevent the plague on their own? A wave of panic made her tug on the rope that tied her arms and waist to the tree. But the knots wouldn’t yield.

The men kindled a large fire and chanted while raising their hands toward the statue. Agira often heard them say the word “Perun”, and she guessed that was the god’s name.

The youngest priest threw a handful of black powder into the flames. The fire roared and rose like a wounded beast, and it spat a volley of sparks that rained on their heads. The smoke turned black, and the air became fetid like the darkest corner of the Otherworld. Agira gagged. Attacks of coughing interrupted the men’s chanting.

As the air began to clear, the men drew their swords. Agira thought of beseeching Epona to help her. Then she remembered that the goddess had said she would only interfere if all humanity was at risk.

They chanted louder now, and Agira feared that the ritual was about to reach its climax. She imagined that soon, steam would billow from deep wounds in her body just like the smoke rose from the ritual fire. Despair clenched her soul as she wondered whether that bearded god truly existed and whether she would spend eternity in some foreign Otherworld. Then her powerful mind sensed a friendly presence nearby.

She remembered Maguno’s words, and she realized it had to be Arvasia. Was she circling the battlements, trying to get in? Or had she managed to sneak into the town?

The men fell silent and turned toward her, hefting their swords.

Agira tugged on the rope in fear. “Help! Help!”

Something told her to look to her left. She saw a woman crawling toward them, a dagger in her hand, and Agira realized it was Arvasia. How had she managed to get in?

Agira looked around, hoping to see more Celts, but Arvasia seemed to be alone. How was she going to fight four men with swords?

“Run away, Arvasia!” Agira called, facing the men so they would think she was shouting at them. “You have no chance against these worms! Save yourself and rush to Constantinople!”

When she glanced to her left again, Arvasia had sneaked even closer, and Agira realized she wouldn’t abandon her plan to save her. She was about ten feet away. And although she crouched in the black shadow of a thick oak trunk, the men could spot her any moment.

The youngest priest threw another handful of the black powder into the fire. Again, the flames rose, sputtered, and belched putrid black smoke. And Agira got an idea.

She focused every particle of her powerful mind on the smoke, willing it to coil toward the priests. Just as they raised their swords and stepped toward her, the black smoke enveloped them as if a powerful gust of wind blew in their faces. The men coughed and retched while trying to stagger away from the smoke. They doubled over as spasms raked through their bodies.

Arvasia sprang to her feet and rushed to Agira. “Good to see you again, dear druidess,” she whispered hurriedly as she cut the rope.

“Thank you!” Agira whispered back. “Now let’s get out of here!”

Three of the priests fell to their knees and crawled away from the fire. The youngest one, who had been a little farther away and hadn’t got the smoke fully in the face, staggered toward the women, brandishing his sword. He squinted and wheezed, though, and Agira knew the smoke had blinded and fuddled him.

Agira ran at him to distract him, and as he turned toward her, Arvasia circled him and plunged her dagger in his back. As he groaned and fell, the women rushed toward the gate.

The town was quiet, and the tribespeople didn’t seem to have heard the fight. As the women skipped the frozen creek to reach the gate through the cemetery, Agira’s heart filled with hope. She would finally leave and go on with the mission!

They were running past the last, crumbling burrows, which shone eerily in the moonlight under a pile of snow, when a high-pitched screech came from among the houses. 

“Pandemia!” Agira snapped. “That meddling rat-whore!”

The barking and howling of dogs pierced the night. It got closer and closer. The dogs dashed over the hard snow, their paws never sinking through the crust. They circled them like a pack of wolves. There were about a dozen of them, their hackles bristling, their maws stretched in menacing growls.

One of them went for Agira’s thigh, but Arvasia swung her dagger and cut its muzzle. The dog yelped, ran a few feet away, and stuck its bleeding snout in the snow.

The other dogs glared and growled. They seemed to hesitate, but Agira knew that soon they would attack. Or keep them encircled until the tribespeople got there.

The circle was getting tighter. One dog slithered forward, and when Agira turned toward him, she felt a sharp pain in her calf as another one had bitten her. Agira spun around, and the dog backed off. Arvasia hissed and cursed as she also got bitten. Then they heard the thudding of hoofs.

Agira looked toward the sound and rejoiced when she recognized the approaching beast. “It’s Epona’s stallion!”

The horse must have escaped from a pen, and now it rushed at the dogs. As one dog ran to meet him, the stallion reared and broke the dog’s skull with his front hoof. Then he turned around and started kicking up his hind legs and snapping his large teeth left and right to keep the dogs at bay.

Some of the dogs scattered while others tried to surround the horse. The women kept rushing toward the gate.

Agira quivered when she heard distant shouting. She wasn’t sure whether it was the priests or the tribespeople, but she knew that they would soon start chasing them, just as they had chased her a fortnight ago. She hoped that tonight, she would be luckier than she had been back then.

They passed the row of beehives and reached the gate. They tried to raise the bar—but it was frozen again.

The shouting came closer. A glance over her shoulder showed Agira dozens of men running toward them, brandishing weapons. Some of the dogs were running along. They would surround them in no time.

Epona’s stallion galloped forward and outran the crowd. He stopped by a beehive and kicked it just as the tribespeople got near. The beehive fell and angered bees flew out.

Seeing bees in the sickly light of a winter moon was so bizarre that Agira first thought she was dreaming. Their furious buzzing added to the nightmarish feel of the scene. The stallion galloped toward the gate, and the bees attacked the passing tribespeople, who scattered, shouting and flailing their arms. The dogs also ran away.

Agira turned to the bar and saw that Arvasia had cupped the brace with her hands to warm it.

“Good thinking!” Agira said. “Now, let’s push!”

Groaning with exertion, the women pushed up at the bar, and they whooped when it lifted.

They shoved the gate open and rushed out, along with the stallion. They mounted the beast, which took them up the snowy path at a gallop. People shouted at their backs but had no chance to catch them.

Agira laughed with tears in her eyes as the stallion carried them toward the wide merchant road. A neighing came from a distance, and she guessed it was Arvasia’s mount. They would hide in the woods tonight, and tomorrow they would ride the two horses toward Constantinople.

The danger was over; the adventure was about to begin.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Two days later, Pandemia watched in her rodent form as Druid Maguno and his volunteers crossed the River Danube and entered the Roman province of Pannonia. They had conquered over one-third of their journey, and Maguno surely hoped he would reach Constantinople long before the lunar eclipse. But Pandemia wouldn’t have it. 

There were too many players, and almost all of them were poised against her. It was time to sweep some of them off the board. 

She knew that Arvasia had managed to free Agira. Although it had infuriated her, she decided to let the women reach Constantinople: Rawena wasn’t there anymore in any case, and Pandemia would simply follow them and thwart their future plans. Which would be easier if they didn’t have the support from this large group of Celts.

Tomorrow, Maguno and his men would pass through woods that were controlled by a band of about two hundred marauding Ostrogoths. Pandemia was going to ensure that the Ostrogoths knew about it well ahead of time.

Maguno rode at the head of the group, a haughty look on his face. She sensed he was a self-centered coward, and she giggled when she imagined him screaming in fear under an Ostrogothic attack. She opened a magical tunnel and traveled under the ground toward the Ostrogothic camp.

She emerged in the middle of the camp, in a thicket surrounded by dozens of leather tents, which the Ostrogoths must have stolen from the Roman army. Many tents were ripped or burned, and they tilted like trees in a gale. At the fringes of the camp, those who had no tents had made shelters from reeds or blankets.

The camp was half empty as many people had gone hunting or marauding. Those who stayed behind chopped wood, roasted a fawn on a spit, made tools and weapons, and repaired the tents or their clothes. They were as ragged as their dwellings: filthy and lanky, and with hungry and defeated looks in their eyes. They had no horses, for they had long eaten them, and there weren’t enough travelers to rob and enough game to hunt in these woods to sustain such a large band.

Most of them looked as if the long winter had gnawed away their health and spirits. But she hoped they could still give the Celts a good fight.

Pandemia scurried toward the largest tent, which belonged to two brothers, Neuris and Oleric, who were the leaders of the band. Captains in Vitiges’s army, they had been taken prisoners and forcibly incorporated into Belisarius’s army shortly after the siege of Milan. They deserted, regrouped with other deflectors, and settled here.

The brothers were in their late thirties, although the hardships of war had made them look much older. Pandemia had learned from her observations that Oleric seemed wiser and more moderate, although he was about three years younger. Neuris still reeled from the Ostrogothic defeat, and while he respected Belisarius, he abhorred Romans. Most importantly, he was infatuated with the former king Vitiges, under whose command he had spent the most glorious years of his life.

Neuris would do anything to become Vitiges’s captain again.

The tent was open, and Pandemia was glad to see that Neuris was there alone, sitting on a pile of moldy furs and carving a plate out of a thin log. He was the one she wanted to speak to.

She approached the tent, observing him. Neuris was as lanky as his men, with sickly white skin, bulging eyes, and a bald, shiny scalp. He often sighed and stared into oblivion, forgetting about the plate.

Pandemia scurried into the tent and chittered, “Don’t be sad, my friend. Cheer up, Neuris!”

He dropped the plate into his lap but grasped the carving knife more firmly. He stared at her with a frown. Then he looked out through the tent’s opening and called, “Who is out there?”

Pandemia squealed with laughter. She stood on her hind legs and asked, “You cannot accept that a rat can speak, Neuris? Not even if she’s a goddess?”

He looked down at her and gasped. “It was you who spoke?”

“Yes!”

“Rats cannot speak,” he murmured under his breath. 

Pandemia laughed again. “You’re pretty thick, aren’t you, my friend? I told you I am a goddess, so why wouldn’t I speak?”

Neuris started at her, his eyes bulging even further. Guessing that he needed proof, Pandemia quivered and turned into her humanoid form. The next moment, she changed back into a white rat.

Oleric gasped and shifted away from her, toward the end of the tent. “You really are a...” His voice trailed off, and his eyes filled with awe.

“Yes I am,” she chirruped, glad that he now believed her. “What’s more, I am a friend of your former king, Vitiges.”

“Vitiges,” Neuris breathed out, wistfulness creeping into his voice. “Do you really know him? Is he treated well in Constantinople?”

Pandemia shook her little head, making the clump of her golden hair ripple. “He was betrayed and taken prisoner.”

“No!” Neuris clenched the knife so hard his knuckles turned yellow.

“Do not despair, Neuris. He befriended my immortal sister, Rawena, and they might soon become lovers.” Pandemia looked away and squealed with nervous laughter. When the bout of embarrassment passed, she said, “That made me help him escape from captivity. He fled Constantinople along with Rawena.”

Neuris grinned. “Well done, king,” he whispered.

“Don’t be so relieved yet, my friend, for they are in big danger. Rawena has many enemies, who are now on their way to murder her. I am sure the gallant Vitiges would try to save her—and lose his life in the attempt.”

Neuris frowned and nodded.

“Fortunately, you can prevent that, captain!” Pandemia said, giving him a hard look.

“Me? How?”

“Rawena’s enemies will cross these woods tomorrow. You need to follow them and attack them when they settle for the night.

Neuris frowned in thought and ran his hand over his bald head. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? Why should I trust you?”

“Just wait at the large crossroads tomorrow at noon, and you’ll see a group of about two hundred Celts.

Neuris grunted, his eyes filling with doubt and mistrust.

“Go to the crossroads tomorrow, my friend,” Pandemia urged. “What do you have to lose? The Celts have lots of food, supplies, and riches, all of which you need so badly. The winter isn’t over yet, and you’re already famished. And even if spring comes soon, your group is too large to sustain itself on hunting. You are carving a plate—but will you always have something to put on it?”

He frowned and looked away.

Pandemia decided to change tactics. “Oh, I know, you are afraid that your men wouldn’t follow you into the battle, aren’t you?” she said in a scornful voice. “They have long lost their trust in you, as you have made them starve, isn’t that right? Oh, well, I’ll talk to your younger brother, Oleric, who’s surely got more courage and energy, and more respect from the group. He might even help Vitiges ascend back onto the Ostrogothic throne, one day, and Vitiges will make him his general. And you will be forgotten or perhaps even executed for refusing to help your king.”

“Wait, wait!” Neuris’s voice filled with alarm. “I’m not saying I’m not going to do it. I just need some time to think about it.”

Pandemia smelled victory, and she pressed on. “I’m sure Oleric wouldn’t have to think about it. After all, he was closer to Vitiges while you were in the army.”

“That’s not true!” Neuris snapped, his voice rising with jealousy and indignation. “Oleric never even met the king, but I did! Do you know that he once visited my camp while we were laying siege to Rome? He even patted my back and asked me if we were well fed. We were already starving, even more than now, but I told him we were full as could be, just to make that great man happy.”

Pandemia nodded and beamed. Neuris was as loyal and fanatical as Vitiges was smart and vengeful. She was sure that with the help of these two humans, the plague would be unleashed.

“And just imagine that you could make him happy again, by preventing the Celts from reaching him and his friend Rawena!” she said. “You don’t need to battle them to the death, of course. You can sneak up on them at night with most of your men, and fight them long enough for your other men to take their horses. Also, their leader has a bag of gold that I will help you steal.”

Neuris nodded. His eyes were beginning to shine with lust.

“With the horses and gold, you can go seek Vitiges and help him get back at Justinian! And you can buy as much food along the way as you want!”

Neuris gulped and licked his lips. She knew he had been forced to cannibalism during the last stages of the war, and he still had nightmares about dying of hunger and being eaten by his comrades.

Then the light went out of Neuris’s eyes, and he frowned in thought. “Did you say there were two hundred of them?”

“Yes, my friend, they are about as numerous as your group. They are worn from the journey, though, and the younger ones have never been in a real battle. And if you surprise them while they sleep, the victory will be easy. Remember, you only need to create chaos to steal their horses. If you do it, you’ll become my friend. And if you become my friend, I’ll lead you to Vitiges.”

Neuris scratched the top of his head. “I’ll go to the crossroads tomorrow. If the Celts really show, I’ll know you were telling the truth. Then I’ll go ahead with the plan.”

Pandemia giggled with glee. “You are a hero, Neuris! Will Oleric and the men follow you, though?”

“They’d better,” Neuris snapped. “I’m the older brother and the captain!”

Pandemia rubbed her front paws. If the Ostrogoths stole the Celts’ horses and the means of buying new ones, the Celts would have to cover the last two-thirds of the way on foot, reaching Constantinople a week after the lunar eclipse. In one strike, Pandemia would not only prevent Maguno and his men from reaching their destination in time, but she would also provide Vitiges with a garrison of supporters. 

Five hundred years ago, she had let things run their own course, and the pandemic had failed. She would make sure to not make the same mistake this time. 

* * *
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ON THE FOLLOWING NIGHT, as the Celts made a camp in a clearing and fell into an exhausted sleep, Maguno started a ritual fire between the camp and the fringe of the woods. Throughout that day, he had felt that someone had been following his group, and he wanted to find out what was happening.

The night was chilly and starless, but the moon had struggled through the clouds to paint the clearing with feeble shadows of silver. His men coughed in their sleep as they shivered under blankets and hides in their makeshift tents and shelters. A few of their horses neighed nervously on the other side of the clearing.

Maguno stared into the flames and willed his mind to leave his body. He had never managed to do that before meeting his ancestor Agira. But since then, his magical skills had grown like a flooded river. He had connected with her two days ago again, and he knew that she was on her way to Constantinople, along with Arvasia.

Arvasia had often been on the druid’s mind along the journey. He longed to see her face and hear her voice, and he was already jealous about her possible encounter with her old lover, Garux. He hoped that their meeting wouldn’t rekindle the old fire—and that one day, Arvasia would be his.

Maguno would reach Constantinople in a month, and Agira and Arvasia about a week after that. Agira had divined that Rawena and Vitiges were heading south across the Mediterranean, and the Celts would follow them as soon as they regrouped with the women. Excitement rushed through Maguno’s mind whenever he imagined sailing toward Egypt, with Arvasia always near. 

The ritual fire danced in front of his eyes and hypnotized him, but he no longer felt the heat of the flames on his face. The cracking of burning twigs, the hum of the fire, and the coughing and snoring of his men faded. His body became weightless, his mind about to leave the skull. His vision blurred but his mind’s eye would soon open and scan the surroundings to see whether someone was spying on them.

A scream rushed into his ears and yanked him from his trance. The flames came back into focus, and the fire hummed and cracked anew. But the men no longer snored. They were rushing from their tents to see who had screamed. Maguno shot to his feet, fearing that one of the sentinels he had posted around the camp had been attacked.

A dreadful roar from dozens of wild throats cut through the night as a horde of black figures barreled from the woods and spread throughout the clearing. Maguno yelped with fear.

The attackers seemed to be everywhere, dashing among the tents, yelling in guttural yet high-pitched voices, and slashing around with their weapons. In the weak moonlight, they looked like monsters from the depths of the Otherworld. The Celts grabbed their weapons and counterattacked, and the clearing filled with thudding clubs and clashing blades. The horses screamed in terror.

A man charged Maguno, growling like a beast and brandishing a mace. He was filthy and emaciated, and the flames of the ritual fire reflected in his wide, starved eyes. As Maguno turned to run away, pain exploded in the back of his skull and a bright light burst through his eyes. He stumbled and fell, a hand’s breadth from his ritual fire, and groaned in agony as scorching heat bit into his face. He rolled away and scrambled to all fours.

Maguno lifted his eyes to the man with the mace, fearing another strike, but the man had turned to an approaching Celt, raising his club for a strike. The Celt ducked and stabbed the man’s side with a dagger. As the man groaned and collapsed, the Celt rushed off to find another opponent.

Maguno scrambled up, staggered toward the fallen man, and pried the mace from his hand. He felt safer now that he was armed—but he had no intention to fight. He was still dazzled from the hit to his head, and as he was the druid, an essential link between his men and Agira, all would be lost if he was killed. Besides, he had never held a mace before. He had a short sword in the camp. But the camp was teeming with the enemy.

Looking for a place to hide, Maguno realized that the battle had spread throughout the woods. Many of the attackers fought half-heartedly, and they suddenly turned around and disappeared in the shadows among the trees, making the Celts chase them.

Then somebody shouted in Gaulish, “The horses! They are stealing the horses!”

The thudding of hooves marked the ruckus of the battle like the beat of dozens of war drums. The thudding got weaker and weaker, and Maguno understood: some of the enemies had created chaos and lured the Celts into the woods so the others could steal the horses behind the Celts’ backs. The Celts roared in fury, and the battle shifted across the clearing toward the remaining horses.

Maguno heard something behind him. When he turned around, he saw a man with a sword.

Maguno screamed in shock and fear, so loudly that the man frowned and froze. Maguno leaped away from him, but he stumbled over the body of the man who had attacked him with the mace. He tumbled, and the mace fell out of his hand.

The man raised his sword.

Terror and panic possessed Maguno’s soul.

“No, no, please, no; please, mercy!” the druid blubbered, tears pouring from his eyes. His bladder gave in, and vomit filled his mouth.

The man leaned forward as if he were about to strike. Then he scoffed, spat on the grass, and trotted away.

Maguno moaned with relief as he scrambled to his feet and rushed toward the nearest row of trees. Something told him to glance to his left. Another wave of dread washed over him when he saw a silhouette of a short, naked figure that largely resembled a woman but which had unnaturally long arms and the pointy face of a rat. She skulked around the fringes of the camp, sniffing at the blood-scented air. It had to be the goddess Pandemia from the legends. 

The druid dashed into the woods, screaming in panic. He hurried through the shadows, gasping and yelping whenever a branch brushed against him. A dizzy spell brought him to his knees, and he hugged the nearest tree and vomited.

He pressed his face against the tree, shaking all over his body. The roar of the battle was just a murmur. He was at a safe distance from the enemy and from Pandemia, but close enough to the clearing to find his way back once everything was over. That thought calmed him.

He still heard the faint thudding of hooves, and he guessed the enemy were getting away with all the horses. Fortunately, he still had the gold Arvasia had given him. It would be days before he reached a larger town where he could buy some horses, though, and even then there wouldn’t be enough mounts for all the Celtic survivors. That was a horrible setback.

A premonition slithered into his mind and brought another wave of nausea.

The gold. The gold!

He had hidden the pouch in the hollow of one of the few trees that grew in the middle of the clearing, and he had pitched his tent right beside the tree to keep an eye on it. And suddenly he sensed that someone had found it. He feared that, if the pouch was stolen from him, he would lose all his respect and reputation. Besides, he would not be able to buy a horse, and he would take months to reach Constantinople, and he might never see Arvasia, for she would be already somewhere in Egypt. That fear overcame his other dreads. 

The shouting had died out. Guessing that the battle had dwindled to isolated skirmishes and he wouldn’t be in danger, he rushed back to the clearing. He prayed he wouldn’t run into Pandemia.

Maguno slowed down when he approached the camp, cringing and peering through the trees, but he heard no more sounds of fighting. He stepped forward and scanned the moonlit clearing. There was no sign of Pandemia, and only the Celts milled around a clutter of tumbled tents. The few attackers who had remained were all on the ground, lying still or twisting in death throes. The battle hadn’t claimed many mortal victims, as he could see, which confirmed his suspicion that all the attackers had wanted was to create enough bedlam to steal the horses.

Maguno rushed forward, propelled by fear for his gold.

A man with a bleeding forehead barred his way, shouting in a hysterical voice, “Druid Maguno! The bastards stole most of the horses! And they slaughtered or maimed all the beasts they couldn’t untie fast enough. What are we going to do?”

Maguno pushed him away and kept running to the center of the camp. His tent had been toppled during the battle, but he recognized the tree because his wooden saddle still hung from its lowest bough.

He reached into the hollow. The pouch wasn’t there.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Back in March, Pandemia had told Rawena a double lie when she had claimed that Garux and Arvasia were suborning Constantinople’s poor with bread to help them look for Rawena. Arvasia had been in Gaul back then. And Garux exchanged his bread for beer.

Garux was truly homeless, living under a bridge between Second Hill and Harbor of Julian. About ten other vagrants usually slept there, on a grassy bank of a muddy stream. Some of them spent one or two nights and moved on, and newcomers would drift into the free spots. Others stayed a few weeks or even an entire season. Garux had been here the longest. Too long to remember when he had come.

One morning in early May, unseasonal cold stirred him at sunrise, and he opened his eyes and stretched. A bitter wind scurried under his tattered tunic, and he pulled an old, filthy blanket up to his chin. Rain poured from the gray sky and leaked between the bridge’s wooden planks. The stream was rising.

Garux sat up, wondering what to do. In nice weather, he would often stay under the bridge the whole day, sleeping as much as he could, for he had nowhere to go. He would only get two cups of beer for the loaf of bread, and he often thought it wasn’t worth leaving his nest of filthy blankets. But today, he felt he had to get up and start moving to fight the cold.

The other vagrants were also getting up, most of them coughing and spitting. Garux stood and picked up his blankets so nobody would steal them. Normally, he would roll them into a bundle and carry them under his arm. Today, he put them over his shoulders like a cape to keep his tunic dry. Without a word to the others, he climbed a muddy hillock, crossed the bridge, and headed for First Hill.

Garux shuffled and kept his head down as if he had lost all his energy and couldn’t face the world. His life had been too long and bleak to care about anything anymore. The separation from Arvasia had crushed him much more than he would have expected. He had kept thinking that something had been missing in his life. And when he realized it was Arvasia, she was already too far to be found.

He remembered that, before the separation, the strain of living together for centuries had made them argue almost daily. But the loneliness and lack of direction were much worse. He felt dead inside. And yet he would live forever.

Garux walked up a wide boulevard between the Palace of Antiochos and the Hippodrome. His bare feet splashed through an inch of water. His tunic got drenched even through the blankets. He turned right on The Mese and reached the end of the line by the bakery.

A little later, the rain stopped, and the sun blasted through the thinning clouds. The rain still scented the air, and the people in the line stank much less than usual. As he moved in the line, his mouth watered at the smell of fresh bread, and when it was his turn, he longed to sink his teeth into the hot, crunchy loaf. He knew the taverner would throw him out if the bread was gnawed, though, so he put the loaf under his arm and headed back toward the harbors.

The tavern was in a grimy brick house at the end of a shadowed lane. It had four long tables with benches, a blazing fireplace in one corner, and a keg of beer in the other.

The taverner took the bread and inspected it to make sure Garux hadn’t taken a bite. He was a bearded, middle-aged man with only one hand and clothes that were perhaps even filthier than Garux’s. He grunted an approval, put the bread on a cutting board, pulled aside the keg’s wooden lid, and ladled a pint of beer for Garux.

Garux took the cup and sat on a bench closest to the fireplace. He shed the blankets, stretched his legs toward the hearth, and took a few gulps while staring into the fire.

Flames had fascinated him ever since he was a child, and they often brought long-forgotten memories as if by magic. This time, the flames conjured an image of himself sitting by a cheerful bonfire on a summer night, along with Arvasia and an older woman who might have been her mother, and whose name he had long forgotten.

Garux sighed and drained the cup. His stomach was always empty so the beer rushed straight into his head. Sometimes it cheered him while other times it made his lethargy grow. Today, it made him melancholic.

“Hey, you there!” he called to the taverner, who had taken the bread and disappeared behind a greasy linen screen behind the keg. Although he’d been coming here for years and had often been the only customer at this time of the day, Garux didn’t know the man’s name. Nor did he care.

The taverner came, took the empty cup, and refilled it.

“The last one,” he growled as he put the cup in front of Garux. He added a few logs to the fire and left.

Garux tried to savor the second beer, and yet it soon disappeared. The sky had cleared, and sunshine poured through the sole, mean window, but he didn’t want to leave. He wished somebody would come so he could beg for a pint. The tavern was still empty, though—and he started to eye the keg.

A few times, when the taverner was gone, Garux had managed to sneak to the keg and refill his cup on the sly. Now he got up, ready to repeat the feat.

He leaned forward and listened. No sounds came from behind the screen over the hum of the fire. Perhaps the taverner had gone to the backyard.

Garux held his breath as he moved forward, his eyes trained on the screen. All he had to do was to take a few steps, remove the lid, and plunge the cup. He knew that the risk was great, for the taverner could hear him and emerge through the screen, which was just behind the keg. If he got caught, Garux would surely be banned from the tavern, and yet he was willing to risk it. He wanted to drink himself into oblivion.

As he took another step, the front door opened. He cursed and rushed back to his seat. Two young women walked in, both beautiful but different like night and day. One had black hair and dark skin and eyes while the other was golden-haired and her skin was pinkish from the cold. While their tunics bore stains as if from a long journey, they were made of fine fabric.

Garux stared at them in surprise. The few patrons of this filthy tavern were all men, mostly homeless drunkards. A destitute whore would occasionally stumble in to offer her services for liquor or meat, but these women looked rich and respectable, perhaps spoiled patricians looking for something exotic.

Garux stood and bowed to them. “I’ve had a fascinating life, my lovely ladies,” he said, hoping to impress them with the old-fashioned Latin he had learned in Rome. “And for a pint or two, I could tell you intriguing stories.”

“We know everything about your life!” the golden-haired woman snapped in Gaulish. Turning to her companion, she said, “I told you we would find him in this filthy wormhole.”

The other woman stepped toward him and said in a dismal voice, “Oh, Garux! What have you done to yourself?”

Garux stared into her stunning dark eyes, and his heart skipped a beat. “Arvasia? Arvasia!”

He wanted to walk to her and hug her, but he felt that the beer and emotions would send him to the floor, so he collapsed onto the bench and stared. It was truly her. And she was as gorgeous as ever.

“We need to talk, Garux,” the other woman said in a stern voice, making him unglue his eyes from Arvasia. He recognized Agira.

As they sat across from Garux, the taverner pulled aside the screen and poked his head in. The women ignored him, and he murmured under his breath and left.

“The goddess Epona resurrected me because humanity is in danger again,” Agira said. “That rat-whore Pandemia is at her old tricks, and she plots to make Rawena unleash a plague.”

Garux shrugged. He vaguely remembered Pandemia and Rawena. He also recalled the quest for the salvation of humanity—but it now seemed a fool’s errand. Why not let things run their natural course? Why wouldn’t Agira stay in the Otherworld and leave him alone?

He grabbed his cup and put it to his lips. Only a stale drop slid into his mouth, and he remembered he had already drained the beer. He was about to ask them to buy him another one, but Agira’s grim expression, and the troubled look on the face of Arvasia, made him put the cup down and keep quiet.

“Did you know that Rawena was living here this whole time?” Agira asked. “Probably not, because you were either sitting here or wallowing in your dirty lair under the bridge. And now she is gone.”

Garux said nothing. He knew the druidess wanted to make him feel ashamed of his filth and drunkenness, but he had lived like this for so long he thought it was normal. He looked at Arvasia, who stared at him with concern in her beautiful eyes, and he wished he could be alone with her.

“Are you sober enough to talk to us, Garux?” Arvasia asked. “Do you understand that Rawena might soon unleash another plague?”

Garux nodded.

“She’s with Vitiges, the former king of the Ostrogoths, who wants to use her pestilential blood to annihilate Romans,” Agira said. “It could happen on this upcoming lunar eclipse, at the end of this month. We have only three weeks to prevent that. Will you help us?”

Garux stared into the empty cup and then he looked at the keg. If the women had come only a moment later, he could have got his refill.

Arvasia turned her head to see what he was staring at. When she saw the keg, she sighed and shook her head. “What happened to you, Garux?” she asked in a gentle voice, some of the old tenderness filling her eyes. “Why did you let yourself go like this?”

“Because I lost you,” he said without thinking.

He reached over the table and took her hands into his. For the first time in decades, he felt bad about his filthy fingers and long, black fingernails, but he wouldn’t let go. Although her fingers were cold, her touch filled him with warmth and hope. 

They might reconcile! He would sober up and help them catch Rawena and destroy that Vitiges. He would redeem himself in Arvasia’s eyes, and they would be together again.

Arvasia’s beautiful dark eyes gazed into his.

And then she cleared her throat and pulled her hands away.

The sense of loss filled his heart as if his fingers had been hacked off, and sudden rage rammed into his soul.

“You got another man, huh?” he snapped, clenching the edge of the table with both hands. “Is that what it is? You don’t care about me anymore, do you? You just came to use me.”

In the sober back of his mind, he knew he had been talking nonsense, and that the beer and alcoholic anger had made him slur. Did she even understand him? He shook his head to chase away his stupor.

Arvasia ran her hand over her forehead, her eyes swimming in pain and bewilderment.

Garux noticed her distress, and his cheeks began to burn with shame. Unable to face her, he stood, went to the fireplace, and fed a few logs to the flames. He stumbled as he returned to the table.

“You used to be the chieftain of a proud and fearless tribe!” Agira said, scorn pouring through her words. “Its descendants still tell legends about you, but you are nothing but a filthy, drunken worm!”

“Leave me alone, Agira!” He raised his voice, anger rushing back to his head. “You were happily floating in the Otherworld while I lived through centuries of tension and misery.”

“I crap on your excuses, Garux!” Agira snapped. “Arvasia has lived as long as you, and under the same pressure. And look at her. She became the chieftess of your old tribe and mobilized them to rise against Pandemia. She risked her life to free me from captivity. And what have you done?”

Garux frowned and said nothing. The keg drew his sight the way candlelight would draw a moth. He licked his lips, realizing how thirsty he was.

“Listen to me, Garux,” Arvasia said in a pleading voice. “Our tribe was coming to Constantinople to help us, but Agira has divined that a group of Ostrogoths attacked them and took their gold and horses. The Celts have to walk and won’t be here for another month while the Ostrogoths might have already arrived.

“We believe it was Pandemia who set them upon our tribe, and she might help them find Vitiges and help him with his monstrous plan. In other words, it’s just me and Agira against Pandemia, Rawena, Vitiges, and almost two hundred of his former soldiers. Rawena and Vitiges are heading south across the sea, and we are going to follow them. And we need you to come with us!”

Garux frowned in thought. Years ago, in his brighter moments, he had often thought he should use his immortality to do good rather than take bread meant from the starving to get drunk. Those moments had long passed. Living alone and eternally was too excruciating to stay sober and care about anything. Now he had the opportunity to become the warrior he had once been. But he no longer had the energy. He felt spent and ancient.

He wondered whether he should travel with them in any case, just to be close to Arvasia. Then he remembered how she had pulled her hands out of his, and he leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Garux, please,” Arvasia said.

He didn’t reply, wishing they would leave so he could try to steal some beer. Half-full of sweet oblivion, the keg stood only a few paces away as if to mock him.

“Come, my dear,” Agira told Arvasia as she got to her feet. “We’re wasting precious time trying to talk sense into this drunken mule.”

Arvasia also stood. As Agira stomped to the door, Arvasia hovered about Garux, her eyes pleading with him for help.

He gulped and looked away.

“Goodbye then, Garux,” she said with a sigh, following Agira outside.

Garux shot to his feet, staring at the closing door. For a second, he thought of rushing after Arvasia. Then he spotted the keg, and he grabbed his cup and crept toward it, his eyes on the screen to make sure the taverner wasn’t coming.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Rawena smiled when she felt Vitiges’s lips on her forehead. The pallet creaked as he turned away from her and got up. It was the dead of night and, since they had made love and lain down long ago, he probably thought she was asleep and didn’t want to wake her.

She had been truly falling asleep, and now she was too drowsy to tell him she was awake. Besides, she knew he was just going up on the flat roof of their rooming house to see the moonlit Mediterranean and get some fresh air. He did that every night, and many times she went with him, for their room was usually too warm and stuffy while fresh breezes often blew from the sea.

They were in the Egyptian city of Alexandria, the place where Agira, Garux, and Arvasia had nearly beheaded her some five hundred years ago. Now she feared she would lose her head again—for Vitiges.

They had become lovers during their journey across the sea, and Rawena’s plan to escape from him had melted in the heat of desire. Vitiges was tender yet passionate, and being with him quickly began to seem the most natural thing in the world. He no longer boasted or spoke of revenge, and he treated her with respect and gentleness that was stunning from a former king and warrior.

Rawena believed he would not betray her: the way he treated her couldn’t be false. Besides, he was indebted to her because she had cured his ‘leprosy’.

About a week ago, she had recalled a physician telling her that many skin conditions were often taken for leprosy, which was tragic because, while leprosy was incurable, balms and saltwater eased many other ailments. While most lepers had sores and ulcers, Vitiges’s skin was flaky and scaly, and she suggested he tried bathing in the sea behind the harbor. The improvement was nearly instant.

He now bathed daily, staying in the water for hours and rubbing his skin as if he wanted to wipe it off his flesh. The sea couldn’t cure his deformed fingernails, but his hands and face were smooth and pinkish, looking almost normal because he was always sunburned.

Rawena had often caught him staring at the backs of his hands in wonder, and then lifting his eyes to her with gratitude and admiration. She guessed that, up on the roof, he would contemplate them in the light of the moonlight.

Vitiges closed the door gently, and his footsteps melted into the night. She turned over to his side of the bed, already looking forward to his return. Hugging him would make them both sweat, but she would do it anyway, for she couldn’t get enough of the feeling of his hard, muscular body. She couldn’t wait to put her head on his chest and fall asleep to the beating of his heart.

Could it be that she had finally found happiness?

* * *
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AS RAWENA DRIFTED BACK to sleep, Vitiges reached the flat roof, leaned against the waist-high wall that ran around its edges, and inhaled the salty air. Myriad stars sparkled on the black sky, and the waxing half-moon hung above the western coast.

Their rooming house was in the northern end of Epsilon Quarter near the Great Harbor. Black outlines of the quays jutted out into the moonlit sea, and the legendary Pharos lighthouse rose toward the sky, fires flickering beyond its windows like the brightest stars. He wished that Rawena was there with him so he could hug her, but he hadn’t wanted to wake her up. He would return downstairs to fall asleep beside her as soon as the breeze had cooled his feverish skin.

He stared at the horizontal outline of the sea that had cured him, and then he looked at the backs of his hands, which looked almost normal in the moonlight.

“If it wasn’t for Rawena, I would still think I’m a leper,” he murmured. “That woman is magical!”

A squeaky giggle came from beside him and made him turn. Vitiges cringed when he spotted the white rat Pandemia on the top of the low wall. He hadn’t seen her since she had helped him escape from the dilapidated palace in Constantinople. And while he was grateful for his freedom and for the sword that had helped him save Rawena from the rapists, and for the gold that enabled him and Rawena to sail across the Mediterranean, he had hoped he would never see her again.

Pandemia scurried closer to him and chirruped, “So we meet again, my friend. I see you are even more handsome than before now that you don’t have those ugly scales. I wouldn’t be surprised if Rawena fell for you.” She looked away and squealed with embarrassed laughter. When she calmed, she said, “That would work wonderfully toward our plan.”

Vitiges scowled and said nothing. Back in Constantinople, as she had freed him from the dilapidated palace, Pandemia told him to sail to Alexandria and wait for her further instructions. He had, mostly because Egypt seemed a safe place to go, but he was no longer sure he wanted to exact his revenge on the Romans—not if it meant betraying and wounding Rawena. Besides, he hated anyone telling him what to do. Wasn’t he the king?

Pandemia looked toward the harbor. “You must have seen all the ships leaving the docks and sailing north, haven’t you, my friend? Most of them sail to Constantinople, with their cargos filled with grain from the Nile Delta. The grain is stored in granaries in Alpha Quarter, near the old Temple of Isis.

“On the lunar eclipse, you will pierce Rawena’s heart and collect her pestilential blood in a flask. Then you’ll break into one of the granaries. And infect the grain.”

Vitiges took a step back, an icy drop of sweat running down his back. He couldn’t understand how he could have ever contemplated plunging a dagger into Rawena’s heart. He didn’t think he loved her, not yet in any case, but he was so indebted to her for curing his skin and making him happy again that he could never hurt her.

Pandemia gave him a quizzing look. “You will go on with the plan, won’t you, my friend?” Her voice was intimidating, and he remembered she could read his thoughts. “That’s why I set you free! When the moon’s full, in about ten days, you’ll do as I said, or you’ll forever regret you have ever met me.”

I’m already regretting it, Vitiges thought.

“Without me, you’d be still rotting in that crumbling palace!” Pandemia hissed in an angry, hurt voice. “But I should be used to human ingratitude by now: your Rawena has never shown me any appreciation either.”

Vitiges looked away and said nothing. Seagulls guffawed in the port. A cat screeched behind the building, making Pandemia recoil.

When the cat quieted, Pandemia said, “You still have time to think about gratitude, Vitiges. But tonight, we have another problem. Look over there!” She nodded her head toward the western end of the harbor.

Vitiges peered into the night and saw something obscuring the stars. At first, he thought it was a cloud, but then he noticed it was a vertical plume and realized it was smoke.

“Where do you think the smoke is coming from?” Pandemia asked.

Vitiges shrugged. “Probably some fishers or vagrants frying a fish.”

Pandemia laughed. “No! It’s from a ritual fire.” Her voice turned serious. “Rawena’s enemies are here. One is Rawena’s sister, and the other is Agira, a powerful druidess who is trying to divine where exactly Rawena is. And if she catches her, Rawena will be in trouble.”

Vitiges watched the plume of smoke with a frown. Was Pandemia lying? Was she trying to lure him behind the harbor? But why would she do it?

“Good question, Vitiges. I have never given you or Rawena reason to mistrust me. But if you don’t believe me, just go back to sleep and forget what I said.”

“I’ll go there,” Vitiges said, staring at the smoke. His warrior instincts were rising, commanding him to kill to protect his woman. “If I really see a druidess, I will strangle the soul out of her!”

Pandemia watched him with an amused spark in her eyes that insulted him.

“I have an incredible strength in my hands, you know?” Vitiges said. “Once I choked two people to death at the same time. I swear it!”

Pandemia squealed with laughter. “And I thought that Rawena has cured not only your skin but also your silly boastfulness! Go on, warrior. You might have a fair chance against two women, but I would suggest you take your sword!”

Vitiges scowled and left the roof.

* * *
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ARVASIA AND AGIRA SAT by a blazing fire behind the docks, weaving garlands from roses they had picked in a nearby grove. The waxing moon was about to fall to sleep at the end of the world, but new stars were emerging from the sea in the east. Behind their backs, the ships’ riggings clinked eerily against the masts in the breeze as if the ghosts of drowned sailors kept hoisting and furling the sails.

Arvasia finished her garland and handed it to Agira to offer it to the goddess Epona during the rite. Since Epona had ritually led them here, Arvasia believed the goddess would accept the offering and reveal where exactly Rawena and Vitiges were ... provided that her powers could reach all the way to Egypt. 

Arvasia had often wondered why Rawena returned to Alexandria, the place where she had been nearly beheaded in the temple of Bastet. Perhaps it wasn’t that strange, though: when Arvasia and Agira had landed here earlier that day, they had seen that most of the people who milled around the port wore the Coptic cross around their necks. The Egyptians had turned to the Christian faith and converted the temple to a cathedral. Bastet had fallen into the eternal sleep of a forgotten goddess.

That wasn’t the only difference from their last visit to the city, though. This time, Garux wasn’t by their side to help them.

Arvasia’s mind floated back to the filthy tavern in Constantinople, as it had often done during the long journey across the Mediterranean. Seeing Garux so deteriorated was disheartening. And yet it had thrilled her to feel her hands in his, no matter how grimy they were.

She still couldn’t understand why she had pulled her hands away from his. She might have felt ashamed in front of Druidess Agira, or her hands got too restless because of the tension. But she knew it had hurt Garux, and that pained her as well. What was worse, she feared it was what had made Garux refuse to join them on their quest.

What would she do about Garux once they had emerged from this nightmare? She was determined to seek him and try to shake him from his lethargy and alcoholism. Unfortunately, she knew that those who had fallen into the sea of alcohol could rarely scramble back onto the dry shore. Garux had told her he had let himself go because he had lost her. Was it just an empty drunken excuse? 

The breeze died out, and the sounds of the riggings ceased. Agira finished her garland and added a few sticks to the fire. Arvasia knew that soon, Agira would send her away so she could perform the rite. The druidess had already divined that Maguno and his men were still marching and wouldn’t reach Constantinople, let alone Alexandria, before the lunar eclipse.

Agira believed that the Ostrogoths who had attacked Maguno’s men and stolen their horses had stayed in Constantinople and wouldn’t cross the sea to Egypt. Arvasia hoped it was true, and yet the odds were against her and Agira: they alone faced a former king who had spent most of his life fighting, and a mad yet cunning goddess.

Agira kneeled by the fire. “Step aside, Arvasia, and pray for the success of the rite.” She straightened her back and tilted her head as if she had heard something. In a worried voice she said, “I hope that nobody and nothing will interrupt my link to the goddess, which won’t be strong on this faraway coast.”

* * *
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VITIGES RUSHED TOWARD the last docks, following the smell of smoke. He had snuck into their room, quietly so he wouldn’t wake up Rawena, and taken the sword. Now he gripped the handle so strongly his forearm hurt, but he hardly noticed the pain.

The moon was setting, and the harbor was dark and quiet, apart from the waves lapping against the quay and the occasional flash of light that probably came from a watchman’s torch. Although he saw nobody, he felt that someone was near, stalking and following him. He guessed it was that damned Pandemia making sure he would kill the druidess. A wave of fury rattled his bones when he realized she was treating him as if he were her puppet. 

Vitiges passed the last quay and a cluster of dark buildings, and he reached the dry docks, where old ships leaned on their sides like giant tombstones in a wretched cemetery. The breeze picked up again, and the sudden clink, clink, clink, clink, clink of the rigging made him freeze.

“Damn it,” he whispered.

He kept walking until he spotted a bonfire dancing behind the farthest ship, and a black silhouette of a woman kneeling by the flames. As he crept closer, he heard her call in an unknown language. It had to be the druidess. Another woman, whom he assumed to be Rawena’s sister, stood about a hundred paces away, watching the rite. He hid behind the nearest ship to watch as well.

The druidess’s upper body swayed so much it seemed she would fall into the fire, which roared and sputtered and billowed a thick plume of silvery smoke. A volley of sparks shot up and landed on her head, but she kept swaying and calling as if she never noticed it. Then the smoke turned even whiter, and it blew toward the druidess and enveloped her like a fog. And yet she never coughed.

The scene filled Vitiges with trepidation. He believed that she was trying to divine Rawena’s whereabouts, and he knew he had to stop her. Would he dare stab a druidess during a rite, though? While he followed Arianism, he was brought up to respect the ancient beliefs, and he knew that druids still had enormous magical powers. This was his best chance to act, though, for the druidess was too lost in her own world to defend herself, and the other woman was too far away to intervene. That could change in a moment. If he charged too late, the druidess could escape and harm Rawena.

Vitiges pushed his superstitious dread aside and drew the dagger. He was about to sneak up on the druidess when a sound came from behind him and made him turn around.

A black silhouette stood in the shadows a few paces away, and for a moment he feared it was the deity the druidess was invoking. Then he heard a familiar female voice. “Don’t do it, please.”

Vitiges was so surprised he nearly dropped the weapon. “Rawena? What are you doing here?”

She walked forward, crouched beside him in the blackness behind the ship, and whispered, “I woke up when you entered the room, and I heard you take the sword, so I followed you.”

Vitiges scowled. The fact that she hadn’t asked him where he was going probably meant she still didn’t trust him.

She pointed to the druidess. “I recognize the woman, and I can guess what she’s doing here.” She gave him a mistrustful look. “But what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to thwart her plans, of course. She is trying to divine where you are so she can harm you or even kill you. I won’t have it!”

“Wait a minute.” Rawena’s whisper turned into an agitated hiss. “How do you know this? Oh, gods! You know it from Pandemia, don’t you?”

Vitiges saw no way to deny it. “That rat scurried up on me while I was taking fresh air on the roof. She just appeared out of nowhere, I swear.”

“What did she tell you?” Rawena’s words slurred, and he guessed she’d bitten her tongue and made herself bleed.

“Calm down, my dearest. She just showed me the plume of smoke coming from the fire, and she told me that the two women there are out to hurt you.”

“Two women?” Rawena peered into the darkness beyond the ritual fire. Then she noticed the other silhouette and gasped. “Of course! That must be my sister!”

To his relief, her eyes misted, perhaps with long-forgotten memories. She wouldn’t press him on his conversation with Pandemia.

The fire suddenly died, and the druidess collapsed sideways beside the glowing embers. In the thickened darkness, he made out the outline of the other woman rushing toward her to revive her. He hefted his sword. Now it was the best time to kill them both.

As he stepped forward, Rawena pulled him back. “Don’t do it!” she pleaded. “She belongs to the Otherworld, and if you stab her, she might just return back on earth. Besides, my sister would surely try to defend her, and you might hurt or maim her.”

Rawena said the last sentence with fervor, and he guessed that was the real reason she didn’t want him to attack.

He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t want her to get hurt... although she would probably hurt you if she found you?”

Rawena lowered her eyes and nodded. Vitiges thought such empathy was unnatural. But then, Rawena was unlike any other woman he had ever met. 

A gust of breeze swept over the embers and showed him Rawena’s sister helping the druidess sit up. The druidess coughed and gasped for air.

He thought of killing the druidess but making sure he would leave Rawena’s sister unscathed. Then he realized that if he let them both live, he would have an excuse to leave Alexandria and its granaries, which he was supposed to infect. The thought of going against Pandemia’s wishes thrilled him. After all, he was a king, not a servant. 

“Very well,” he whispered, sheathing the sword. “Let’s leave the city and hide for a while.”

Rawena smiled and nodded. As they turned around and retraced their steps, he wondered how Pandemia would react. A grim premonition embraced his soul. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Pandemia had been following Vitiges and Rawena as they left Alexandria on the night of the ritual, and as they traveled east along the canals of the Nile. She had been with them, unseen yet always near, as they reached Pelusium, an ancient city on the river’s delta, and as they rented an attic room in a small house on the outskirts.

The rat-goddess was still seething about Vitiges’s failure to kill Agira. She hadn’t spoken to him yet, but she had been stalking their house, hiding in her rodent form in the portico of a church that stood across the street. And now as Vitiges left the house, she decided to follow him.

The sun was going down, and shadows stretched across the heated streets to cool them. Once the sun had set, the full moon would rise. And even before it reached its zenith, it would be eclipsed by the earth’s shadow.

It was high time she had a word with Vitiges.

He carried an amphora, and Pandemia guessed he was going to the main square and to the city’s only well. As she followed him through the narrow streets, she swore to herself she would make the plague break out tonight at all costs.

When he reached the well, she scurried up to the brim and hissed.

Vitiges gasped and dropped the amphora, and it smashed into pieces against the hard, sun-baked ground. He cursed, and she squealed with laughter. Two old, swarthy men in white tunics were sitting nearby in the shade of a large olive tree. They lifted their heads and stared at Vitiges. Then they resumed their conversation.

“You shouldn’t be so surprised to see me, my friend, especially today of all days, on the eve of the lunar eclipse,” Pandemia chirruped in a cheerful voice. Although she had wanted to berate him for letting Agira live and for leaving Alexandria, his clumsiness had amused her so much she decided to forgive him. Besides, getting on his bad side wouldn’t help her cause.

“Leave me alone!” Vitiges growled.

He turned to leave, and she exclaimed, “Did you know that your wife and Germanus Justinius are engaged to be married?” She wasn’t sure it was true, but humans lied all the time, so why wouldn’t she? It was the best way she could think of to drag him into a conversation. And to rekindle his hatred for the Romans.

He turned back to her with a frown.

“It’s true, darling! And the emperor Justinian is going to the wedding. So is General Belisarius.”

“I don’t care!” Vitiges snapped. But he clenched and unclenched his fists.

Pandemia giggled. “Then I guess you also no longer care that you were defeated and forced to starve and live in filth, which probably caused your leprosy-like illness?” she said in a teasing voice. “And that you were dethroned? And, of course, you don’t care that your wife was taken away from you, and that you were kept prisoner in that crumbling ruin? I thought you were a man, Vitiges. But now I see you are broken, old crone!”

He scowled and growled in his throat, but she wasn’t sure whether he was furious with his wife and the Romans—or with her. The human heart was still something of a mystery to Pandemia. That was her greatest weakness.

“Remember all the humiliation you got at the hands of the Romans,” Pandemia pressed on. “Think of your wife sleeping with the emperor’s nephew. Don’t let another woman make you forget about your quest for revenge, king Vitiges!”

Vitiges shuddered and took a step back. The sun was about to set, and the old men got up and left, giving Vitiges a curious look as they passed by.

“It’s a shame you left Alexandria, my friend,” Pandemia said. “Some of the granaries there are very poorly guarded. But I am very smart, and I have thought of a way to unleash the plague in Pelusium.”

He stared at her, breathing hard. When she tapped into his mind, she perceived only chaos and rage. She scratched her snout and said, “In the local port, there’s a ship called the Engracia. She’s to leave for Constantinople tomorrow at dawn, and her hold is full of sacks of wheat. You know what to do, don’t you, wise king? Pierce Rawena’s heart. Draw her tainted blood. And infect the sacks of wheat tonight!”

“No!” Vitiges exclaimed. “I can’t! Rawena cured my skin and gave me kindness and affection. How can I repay her with betrayal and suffering?”

“Her suffering will be agony to me, for she is my sister. But it will soon be over, and there’s no other way. Besides, your skin problem wasn’t that serious.”

“But everyone thought it was leprosy, including me! My wife left me, and I spent whole nights worrying that I would lose my nose or fingers as so many lepers do!”

“And all you lost was your courage,” Pandemia said in a mocking voice. “You said it yourself: your wife left you. And now you need to get revenge on her, and on all those who hurt and insulted you. Just imagine how glorious it would be when the emperor, who ordered the re-conquest of your Italy, and General Belisarius, who made you suffer such a dreadful defeat, will die of the plague.”

“Just leave me alone, rat!” Vitiges snapped, his hands trembling.

Pandemia was about to retort when she noticed three women coming to the well, carrying pitchers. Deep in conversation, the women were looking at each other rather than at the well, but Pandemia knew she had only a moment to act.

She looked around to make sure nobody was watching from the surrounding houses. Seeing nobody behind the windows, she quivered, turned into her humanoid form, spread her claw-like hands, and showed Vitiges her large teeth in a silent snarl.

Vitiges gasped and staggered backward. The women were only a few dozen paces away. As one of them looked toward the well, Pandemia quivered and turned back into a small rat. Vitiges stared at her with dread in his eyes.

Pandemia hissed, “If you don’t stab Rawena and infect the wheat with her blood, I will trap you in my swamp.” She squeezed her eyes shut and invoked images of her realm, the vast sea of fetid sludge that belched pestilential fog which turned the day into a night and the night into a nightmare. She sent these images into Vitiges’s head, making him groan and clench his head with both hands.

The women stopped in their tracks, only a few paces from the well, and stared at him with their mouths wide open.

Pandemia hissed, “Not only that, Vitiges. I will turn you into a rat. A rat full of oozing ulcers that are worse than leprosy. So you better do as I say!”

Vitiges screamed and ran away, past the frightened women. Pandemia followed, wondering whether she had convinced him. She was determined that tonight, the plague would break out no matter what. 

* * *
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RAWENA PACED AROUND the attic room, wondering why Vitiges hadn’t returned from the well. She scratched her forearm as she walked to the window. The street was empty, and all she saw was the church and a large churchyard behind it. The church, a round building with a wooden cross, had faded frescoes of foreign gods on the outer walls. Rawena had heard that Pelusium had been built by the Persians, over a thousand years ago. For a moment, she vaguely wondered whether this church was a converted Persian temple. Then her thoughts flew back to Vitiges.

She had been much warier of him ever since the night of the ritual. Vitiges had sworn that he would never hurt her, and his eyes and face were so expressive that Rawena could read his thoughts and emotions as if they were written on a scroll of parchment, and she believed he was sincere. However, how could she fully trust somebody who was under the influence of Pandemia?

Besides, the fact that Agira had returned to earth could only mean that the goddess Epona feared another plague outbreak. Did the goddess suspect Vitiges was going to pierce Rawena’s heart?

The sun set, and sudden night fell on the city. Rawena had seen the moon last night, and she knew that tonight it would be full. And what if it was eclipsed?

She had thought of running away from Vitiges over the past few days, and the urge came again, stronger than before. She would hide somewhere and perhaps return tomorrow, or leave him forever. That decision calmed her, and she wondered why she hadn’t fled earlier.

Rawena turned around to get her things and run when she heard footsteps on the stairs. Nobody else lived in the attic. A large family lived on the first floor, but they never went upstairs. It had to be Vitiges.

A sudden panic made her rush to the door to bar it, but he threw it open and staggered in. He didn’t bring back the amphora. His eyes were wide open, and his lips trembled. Was he drunk? Or was he so agitated because he was about to pierce her heart?

“Don’t hurt me!” Rawena exclaimed, backing toward the farthest wall.

Vitiges stopped and gave her a bewildered look. It seemed he hadn’t had any intention to do her harm, and she calmed.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I broke the amphora,” he murmured in an empty voice, staring into oblivion. “I’m ... I’m sorry.”

“That’s not it!” she snapped. “I know something dreadful had to happen out there. Just look how agitated you are! Tell me what happened!”

Vitiges mumbled under his breath and shook his head.

“Did you see Agira and Arvasia? Are they in Pelusium?”

He wrinkled his forehead as if he had to concentrate to understand her question. Then he shook his head again.

He lifted his hands and stared at their backs. It was a tic he had developed, and he had probably done it unconsciously, but for a moment she thought that it was the return of his condition that troubled him. They were now about four miles from the coast, and he hadn’t bathed in days, and his skin was getting red and flaky again. Had some children laughed at him? Had someone called him leper? He was so impulsive and self-conscious that he might have thrown the amphora at the offenders.

Vitiges was not only agitated but also scared, though, and she suspected she knew what it was.

“Did you see Pandemia, then?” Rawena asked.

He jolted at hearing that name, confirming her suspicion.

“What did she want?” she asked. “Tell me!”

He lifted his head and shouted, “Stop interrogating me, damn it!”

He stared at her for a moment, breathing hard, his eyes flashing, and then he turned around and stomped out. As the door slammed shut behind him, she stood in the middle of the room, her heart beating so fast she thought it might chip away her ribs. As she listened to his footsteps fading on the stairway, she tried to understand what had just happened. Although he was fierce, she had never seen him blow up like this.

She ran to the door and opened it to call him, but the front door of the house already creaked open and closed. After a short hesitation, she rushed down the stairs and onto the darkening street. She looked left and right, but he had already disappeared around some corner.

Rawena scratched her forearm, wondering what to do. Should she try to find him and learn what had truly happened? Should she run away, at least for tonight?

Her feet itched to move, somewhere, anywhere, but then she recalled the troubled, scared look in Vitiges’s eyes. He had blown up because he was afraid of something. His moods changed with his every heartbeat, and he would surely soon calm down and return to apologize and explain everything. Deep down, he was a sensitive man, and he needed her consolation, once he was ready for it.

Running away would be selfish while staying would be an act of kindness. It was an easy choice. 

Rawena turned around and walked up the stairs. She didn’t bar the door.

* * *
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ARVASIA AND AGIRA HAD arrived in Pelusium earlier that evening. It had taken them ten days to track Rawena and Vitiges down, and Agira had just finished her rite in a field by the city’s ancient fortification to find Rawena’s exact whereabouts.

The ritual fire had died, and Arvasia sat by the druidess, who lay by the glowing embers, coughing from the smoke she had inhaled during the rite. When she glanced at the rising moon, Arvasia recalled this had been Agira’s last ritual: the earth’s hungry shadow already nibbled at the moon’s right cheek, and by the time the eclipse finished and the moon set, the goddess Epona would take the druidess back to the Otherworld. They had only a few hours to find Rawena and prevent the pandemic.

Agira gasped for air and sat. “The goddess let me see through Rawena’s eyes, but everything was so damned dark. I did make out something, though: an outline of a small, round church. It seems that Rawena can see it from her window. If we find the church, we might find Rawena in the house across from it.”

Agira stood, took a deep breath, and led Arvasia across the field toward the city center. The moon kept climbing the sky, and although it was mutilated, it shone furiously and lit their way. They walked toward the black outline of an enormous citadel. The druidess passed a large cathedral without giving it a second glance. When she saw a smaller church, she walked around and scrutinized it, but then she cursed, shook her head, and led Arvasia on.

Confused thoughts and questions followed Arvasia’s every step. What would she do if they found Rawena? Could they overcome Vitiges? They had been rushing around to catch up with them and hadn’t had time to make a coherent plan. It seemed that Rawena didn’t know about Vitiges’s and Pandemia’s conspiracy. Should they behead her in any case so she could never cause another plague?

Arvasia still loved her sister, and she believed that Rawena felt the same. She cursed Pandemia for turning them into enemies. She cursed fate for making her hunt Rawena and strive to murder her.

There was no breeze, and the night was hot and stuffy. Arvasia’s tunic was drenched with sweat from the walk, and yet she often shivered. The moon was reaching its zenith, and the umbral shadow had veiled nearly the whole western half. And still, they had no clue where Rawena could be.

The narrowest streets drowned in shadows, and Arvasia often thought they had got lost and were stumbling in circles. The druidess kept raking the city relentlessly, though, and at last, as they neared the third church, on the outskirts near the northern gate, she stopped and said, “This is it!”

As they rushed forward, down a narrow street where the moonlight hardly reached, Arvasia thought she saw a shadow by a two-story house across from the church. The next moment, she heard the front door creak open and slam shut. They had hardly met a person during their long walk throughout the city, apart from a watchman or two. How sinister that someone had just entered that very place!

Agira was thinking the same. “This must be Rawena’s home,” she whispered as they got closer, her voice trembling with agitation. “I wonder who could have just got in. I crap on everything! This could only mean trouble!”

Agira rushed to the front door, with Arvasia close behind. Taking a deep breath, Agira pushed the door open. 

As she entered, blackness swallowed her, and Arvasia hastily lit a dry rush plant with a flint. She followed the druidess, holding the flickering rushlight above her head. Its light revealed another door and a narrow stairway. The person’s footsteps echoed on the steps above them. 

“In my vision, Rawena was looking at the top of the church,” Agira whispered as she drew her dagger. “So she must live upstairs. And someone is going there!” 

Arvasia also reached for her dagger when a door groaned open upstairs. She peered up into the darkness that ruled the top of the stairs, her heart racing. 

As Agira put her foot on the lowest step, a scream came from upstairs, so loud and terrible that Arvasia nearly dropped the rushlight. Cold sweat poured down the hand that grasped the dagger. The scream came from a male mouth and, probably, from Rawena’s apartment. What happened?

The door upstairs groaned open again, and she pressed her back against the wall and clenched her dagger more firmly. A black silhouette rushed down the stairs. As it came within the reach of the rushlight, Arvasia saw a middle-aged man with a mane of brown hair and a bushy brown beard dressed in a blue tunic and dark trousers. His face was wrought into a mask of terror. A continuous, hoarse groan came from deep within his throat.

“Vitiges!” Agira exclaimed, barring the way and raising her dagger. “Halt!”

Arvasia gasped. So this was the man who had been in league with Pandemia. Agira must have recognized him from her visions.

Arvasia also stepped into his path, but he barreled into them, so violently he made them stagger. The rushlight in Arvasia’s hand sputtered and died. In the blackness, the door groaned open and Vitiges’s steps died out on the street.

“I’m going after him lest he’s got Rawena’s blood on him,” Agira blurted out. “Find Rawena!” 

Agira rushed outside, and Arvasia turned toward the stairway. A baby began to cry behind the door of the apartment, and a woman spoke in a sleepy, soothing voice. A pallet creaked as someone turned over. Another child coughed. Then everything went quiet.

Arvasia’s hands shook so much she doubted she would be able to relight the rushlight. She groped her way up the stairs, fearing what she would find. She would have sworn that Vitiges hadn’t even seen them, nor had he noticed he had barreled into them: he was in utter shock. But why?

Faint light slithered along the top of the stairway. It had to be the moonlight coming through the window and leaving through the open door to Rawena’s room. Downstairs, the baby cried again, and an old man cursed.

Arvasia reached the top of the stairway and walked to the open door. Her throat had dried, but sweat poured from her every pore.

She screamed when she saw her sister lying on the bed, a dagger sticking out of her gory chest.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Agira lost Vitiges in the blackened side streets. She guessed though, that, if he had drawn Rawena’s blood and wanted to unleash the plague upon the Romans, he would go to the port. She didn’t understand why he had screamed and looked so frightened. But she was determined to find out. 

As she had traveled with Arvasia from Alexandria along the Nile’s canals, she’d asked the sailors about Pelusium. She learned that the city only had a secondary port, with mostly small and middle-sized vessels that sailed along the African coast or south to the Red Sea. A few of them crossed the Mediterranean to Constantinople, though. And in the spring, they carried grain from the eastern extremes of the Nile Delta.

She rushed to the port and trotted upstream along the stone wharf, which seemed to stretch forever in the weak moonlight. As the sailors had told her, the ships docked there were much smaller than the mega-ton leviathans she had seen in Alexandria and Constantinople.

A tiny flame flickered in the distance, probably coming from a watchman’s torch, but none of the ships seemed to be guarded or manned. The mutilated moon swam on the river and brightened the furled lateen sails.

“I crap on everything,” the druidess murmured under her breath when she noticed that the earth’s umbral shadow was already creeping away from the face of the moon. Some eclipses were total, when the so-called blood moon turned the night crimson, but this eclipse was partial. The shadow would soon leave completely and she would return to the Otherworld. She had little time to thwart Vitiges’s schemes.

As she scrutinized the first ships, she felt that Vitiges was nowhere near. But something drew her toward the end of the port. At some places, the wharf was crumbling, and she sank to her ankles in wet sand brought by the Nile. About halfway up the wharf, she crossed a stone bridge that spanned a small canal. Several hundred paces later, she sensed danger.

Instinct drew her sight toward a vessel, which was old but larger than the others, and had three masts and a high quarterdeck. Was she destined for Constantinople? Was Vitiges in the hold, pouring Rawena’s pestilential blood into sacks of corn, wheat, or barley?

Two sturdy pieces of rope tied the ship to stone bollards, and the ship swayed gently about a yard away from the wharf’s edge on the river’s currents. Nobody was on board, and all she could hear was the creaking of the rigging. But she sensed that something sinister was, indeed, happening in the hold.

Glancing around to make sure no watchman was near, she ran to the edge of the wharf and leaped on board. Her feet landed hard on the planks, and she stumbled across the deck and flailed her arms to regain her balance. She arched her back and looked over her shoulder. Nobody seemed to have heard her.

Agira tiptoed toward a flight of wooden steps and descended into the lower deck. The moonlight followed her, but it grew fainter and fainter. Another light, brighter yet flickering, guided her along a narrow passage. The light rose through an open hatchway. Somebody had lit a torch or a taper in the hold.

Agira tiptoed forward, went on all fours, and peered in, inhaling a faint smell of wheat. The hold was shallow and there was no ladder, as the sailors and stevedores probably simply lowered themselves in. A torch blazed in a rusty sconce. In its glow, she saw rows of large sacks. A man had just untied one of them. And he poured in a red liquid from a wineskin.

“No!” she exclaimed, despite herself.

The man turned toward her and screamed in fright. For a moment, they stared at each other without moving, and she realized it wasn’t Vitiges. This man was short, bald, and scrawny, while Vitiges was the exact opposite. Was this man just doing the dirty work for the former king? No matter who he was, she was certain this was no coincidence: the wineskin surely contained Rawena’s blood. And it had tainted at least one sack of wheat.

Agira couldn’t let him escape. She noticed he had no weapon in his scabbard, but it would be easier to trap him inside than fight him. She moved to close the hatchway, but he dropped the wineskin and rushed forward, ducking so he wouldn’t hit his head on the low ceiling. Before she could react, he shot his hand up and grabbed her by the wrist. He was incredibly strong for such an emaciated man, and he squeezed her so hard her hand went numb. Then he yanked her forward.

She lost her balance and fell into the hold, landing on top of him. As she tried to disentangle herself from him and scramble up, his fist exploded against her temple. For a moment, she saw nothing, as if the flame dancing on the torch suddenly died. She felt pressure on her chest. Something tugged at her belt.

As the darkness began to dissipate, she saw him kneel on her chest. He held her dagger, which he must have just yanked from the scabbard.

She grabbed his forearm and tried to push his dagger hand away, but she might have as well tried to move the arm of a marble statue. He clenched her hand and slammed it down, making her punch her own nose. Then he raised the dagger for a stab.

At that moment, the torch truly died, and night swallowed the hold. A disjointed thought galloped through Agira’s mind. How horrid it is to die in blackness!

Then she realized the blackness wasn’t as deep as it should be. A silvery light began to shimmer on her left as if the moon found its way into the hold. The man must have noticed it too, for he didn’t stab her.

The light grew and glowed, and Agira began to understand. The next moment, the goddess Epona materialized in front of them. She still emitted radiant light which showed the man staring at the goddess, seemingly forgetting about Agira. Although Epona was beautiful and benignant, the man’s face twisted in fear, as he probably thought he was seeing a ghost.

Epona raised her finger and admonished him, and the man screamed, jumped up, and rushed toward the hatchway. Dropping the dagger, he raised his hands and pulled himself up. The planks above them thudded under his shoes as he rushed toward the stairs that would take him to the main deck.

Agira sat up and stared at the goddess, just as she had on the night of her resurrection back in March. She stood and said, “Thank you, oh, goddess. You saved me from the damned worm. I’m sure he won’t stop running until he leaves the port.” With a sigh she added, “But it doesn’t truly matter, since I have to leave this world tonight in any case.”

The goddess scrutinized her with her gentle, pale eyes and said nothing.

“The man poisoned the wheat with Rawena’s blood,” Agira said, although she was sure that Epona knew it. “Humanity is in terrible danger. I crap on that Pandemia!”

Epona’s white forehead wrinkled. “Yes, my twisted counterpart must be truly happy.”

“But we cannot let her win!” Agira exclaimed. “Oh, mighty goddess, I beseech you: destroy this ship and its pestilential cargo.”

Epona sighed and shook her head. “I am not permitted to interfere like this. I cannot undo what has been done, and I mustn’t destroy what has been created. It’s against the divine rules.”

“Then let me destroy what has been created. I will take the tainted sacks and throw them overboard.”

As she waited for Epona’s answer, Agira heard agitated male voices. Two pairs of shoes thudded above their heads. Epona put a finger to her lips and shimmered away, leaving Agira in darkness. 

The two people reached the hatchway. “Is anybody there?” a male voice called in accented Latin.

Agira stood still, afraid to breathe. She knew her dagger was somewhere near, but she couldn’t see it. 

“Let’s check the captain’s berthing,” another man said.

“Very well.”

The men left. But not before they closed the hatchway.

As their footsteps faded, Epona returned. “It was the watchmen,” she whispered. “They must have heard the man’s scream, and they will be vigilant and suspicious now. I’m sure they will be around until dawn.”

“Still, I might be able to sneak the tainted sacks out, goddess,” Agira whispered back.

“No, Druidess Agira. The hatchway cannot be opened from the inside, for the hold occasionally serves as a prison for offending sailors. Besides, the man had been here for long, and he had tainted too many sacks. He poured only a drop or two in each, but it is enough to poison the whole batch. Even if I let you leave the hold, you wouldn’t be able to throw all the sacks overboard undetected. And even if you did, someone might spot them, fish them out, and grind the wheat for bread. And that would be a disaster, for soaking the wheat in saltwater wouldn’t get rid of the plague.”

Despondency embraced Agira’s heart. So that was truly the end. The squeaky rat-whore had won.

“Do not despair yet, dear druidess,” Epona said with a slight smile. “There’s still a chance.”

Agira’s heart began to race. “There is, oh, goddess?”

Epona nodded. “If you wish, I can prolong your stay in this world.”

“Yes! Please, mighty Epona!”

“So be it. I grant you until the next full moon, but not a day longer. Not even I can forever bend the rules of the Otherworld.”

“Oooh, thank you!” said Agira, raising her voice. “Thank you!”

Epona smiled, glanced up, and put a finger to her lips again.

“This ship must leave Pelusium—but it mustn’t reach Constantinople,” the goddess said. “This wheat will be deadly until it completely rots away or until it sinks to the bottom, under endless fathoms of water. Stay here in the hold, druidess, and when you sense you are at high sea, scuttle the ship. The whole crew will die. But their deaths will save millions of lives.

“You will go down as well, dear druidess, and then I will reclaim your soul. But in case you get caught or you aren’t able to sink the ship, you will have almost a month to think of another plan.”

“Oh, you are wonderful, my goddess!”

“Good luck, dear druidess.”

Epona began to shimmer away, but Agira whispered in an urgent voice, “One moment, please.”

The goddess returned. “What is it, Agira?”

“Please, tell me, who was that worm who poisoned the wheat. Vitiges’s agent?”

“No. Not exactly. It was Neuris, Vitiges’s former captain, the man who had led the Ostrogoths in their attack on Maguno and the Celts. But he wasn’t acting on Vitiges’s orders.”

“I don’t understand, goddess.”

“You see, as Vitiges and Rawena journeyed across the sea and became close, Pandemia started to have doubts—and rightly so—about Vitiges’s ability to carry out her plan. And when Neuris and his men landed in Constantinople, she sent him here to Egypt in case Vitiges failed.”

“That whore thought of everything,” Agira murmured.

Epona nodded. “Tonight, Pandemia realized she wouldn’t be able to convince Vitiges to stab Rawena’s heart. So she waited for Vitiges to leave their room, and she sent Neuris to do it.”

Agira suddenly understood. Earlier tonight, when she and Arvasia had finally found the right church, they had seen Vitiges returning home. He must have seen Rawena with a hole in her chest and with her blood all over the bed and floor. Then he screamed and ran out of the house in shock, nearly toppling her and Arvasia along the way.

Epona nodded as if to confirm that Agira’s assumption was correct.

“Luckily, Neuris was careful enough to not spill a single drop of Rawena’s blood on himself,” she said. “It means that, if you destroy the sacks, the plague will be contained. Until then, farewell, druidess.” 

Epona shimmered away, leaving Agira once again in utter darkness.

* * *
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VITIGES STAGGERED AROUND the city like a lost drunkard. His head swam in a haze, but his mind replayed over and over the dreadful scene: Rawena lying on her back on their pallet, blood glistening all over her upper torso in the moonlight coming through the window, and a dreadful hole staring from the left side of her chest.

Vitiges didn’t remember what happened after he had found Rawena. It was as if his mind had entered a long, black tunnel and only emerged when he was staggering along a wide street, far from their home.

The moon was recovering its fullness when the shock dulled into pain and his head began to clear. Who could have done that to poor Rawena? Pandemia herself? Unlikely! She must have found another agent.

Vitiges remembered her urging him to poison a cargo of a ship, and he assumed she would give the agent the same instructions. He headed for the port, under the light of the nearly-full moon, which shone furiously as if to assert its dominance on the night sky.

As he reached the wharf and walked toward the first ship, the moonlight showed Vitiges a man staggering toward him. The man was bald and scrawny, and he often looked over his shoulder as if he were afraid that somebody was following him from the heart of the port.

The man spotted Vitiges and froze. Then he rushed forward, calling in the Gothic language, “Vitiges, my king!”

As the man stopped a pace away from him, Vitiges scrutinized the man’s sickly skin and bulging eyes. He didn’t recognize him. “Who are you?” he snapped.

“I’m Neuris, your captain! We met once during the siege of Rome.”

“And what are you doing here?”

The man looked over his lean shoulder again. “Oh, majesty I was on that ship and I saw something horri— But no matter! The deed is done!”

Vitiges felt his throat tighten. “What ... deed?” he asked, but he feared he already knew.

“The poisoning of the wheat, of course!” Neuris said, his eyes shining with excitement. “Pandemia told me you couldn’t bring yourself to stab Rawena, so I did it for you. I did it for us! I collected as much of her blood as I could in a wineskin and I tainted the sacks of wheat on that ship Pandemia told me about. Oh, king! The ship is leaving for Constantinople tomorrow, and she carries death in her belly. The plague will surely annihilate all the Romans. Then you will become the king again, and we will re-conquer the whole Italian peninsula. Then we will storm Constantinople and make it the Ostrogothic capital!”

Neuris talked fast and feverishly, staring Vitiges in the face to see his reaction. He never noticed Vitiges reach for his sword.

As Neuris took a breath to say more, Vitiges skipped forward and drew the weapon. Neuris reacted surprisingly fast, and he jumped aside as Vitiges swung the sword. But the blade ripped his side.

Neuris twisted his face in pain and clutched at the bleeding wound, his eyes filling with shock. Vitiges kicked the feet from underneath him and, as Neuris fell, he dropped the sword and leaped on top of him. When he imagined Neuris overcoming Rawena and stabbing her through the heart, he screamed in fury and banged the man’s bald head against the edge of the wharf. He didn’t stop until he heard the skull snap, and until a grayish matter oozed out of the crack.

Someone shouted in the distance, perhaps a watchman who had heard the sounds of the struggle. Vitiges kicked the corpse over the wharf and into the river, sheathed the sword, and trotted away from the port.

He hid in the shadows of an enormous building, probably a warehouse, and wondered what to do. The plague was truly about to break out and, for the first time since his meeting Pandemia, Vitiges realized it wouldn’t only murder his enemies but also innocent women and children—and that it could spread beyond the Roman Empire and annihilate the Goths and everybody else.

Should he return to the port, find the watchman, and explain everything? He doubted the watchman would believe him, especially if he realized that Vitiges was a Goth. He was about to go and try it anyway, but then he remembered Pandemia.

A shudder rushed through his body when he recalled her threat to drag him into her horrid swamp and turn him into a scabby rat. Would her anger fade if the plague broke out? Would she forgive him if he didn’t intervene?

He emerged from the shadows and gave the port and the ships a long stare. “I will stay away from this, Pandemia,” he whispered as if the rat-goddess was near. “But you leave me alone.”

Remembering Rawena, he turned around and trotted toward their home. He needed to see her again, in case Pandemia really took him away. He wanted to be there when Rawena resurrected, so she wouldn’t be alone, and nurse her and apologize for blowing up and storming out of the room earlier that night. He needed to explain everything. And ask her what to do. 
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When Arvasia had seen her sister prostrate in a pool of blood, a gory dagger lying beside her, Arvasia had rushed forward and fallen to her knees by the pallet. She hadn’t moved since then, as if her grief and shock turned her bones into iron rods and her flesh and skin into stone.

Rawena was unconscious, and her breathing was shallow. Sweat drenched her and made her gory tunic stick to her skin, and Arvasia longed to kiss her feverish forehead. Rawena still looked like the woman who had once shared their mother’s house and Arvasia’s early memories. She was still Arvasia’s big sister, whom she had adored and worshipped when they were little. Why had fate been so cruel to her?

The scabs on Rawena’s forearm told of the torments of her troubled mind. Arvasia guessed that her tongue was still scarred from her own teeth and that the fluttering eyelids hid a pair of haunted eyes. The hole in her chest symbolized yet another broken love and hope. It gaped at Arvasia like an accusing, bloodshot eye. 

Druidess Agira had said that Rawena was smitten with Vitiges, who seemed genuinely fond of her, enough to make Arvasia hope he would not betray her and stab her heart. But it seemed that he had. And if it had shocked Arvasia, it must have shattered Rawena. Arvasia hoped her sister had been stabbed in her sleep, and that she had passed out before realizing what had happened.

The moon had made an arch over the sky, and the shadows in the room had shifted. Moonlight still poured sideways through the window as if to urge Arvasia into action.

She feared that the goddess Epona would soon reclaim Agira’s soul, leaving it up to her, Arvasia, to prevent the plague. Could she ever do it on her own? 

She leaped to her feet, regretting that she had let her grief and memories waste so much precious time. She ran to the window and saw that the moon was nearly full again.

Arvasia was about to rush to the door, but she stopped and looked at Rawena. She would come to, sooner or later, and she might regain enough strength to escape.

Sickness kicked Arvasia’s stomach and made her groan. She had to behead Rawena. She had been waiting for such an opportunity for half a millennium, and although she had often forgotten about the quest, the danger of a pandemic had always loomed over her soul like a shadow.

Arvasia reached for her dagger, feeling her heart shrinking inside her. She wished Garux was there to do it, or that she at least had a large, heavy battleax that would end it in one clean blow. This way, she would spend long, gruesome moments slashing the short blade through Rawena’s skin, flesh, tendons, and veins, then trying to break the spine, and then cutting and hacking some more before her head rolled off the pallet.

Arvasia rushed to the nearest corner and vomited. She pressed her forehead against the wall, tears springing from her eyes. Icy sweat poured down her back, and the room spun round and round. She stumbled to the window to get some fresh air, but the night was stuffy and breezeless.

“I can’t,” she whispered into the silence, wiping her tears. “I ... can’t.” She clenched her hands into fists. “But I must. I am strong enough to do it!”

She tried to convince herself that Rawena was no human but an immortal, pestilential monster. But she couldn’t believe it. Rawena was the victim of Pandemia, a wretched and innocent victim who had probably lived centuries of fear and remorse. This time, her only crime was to fall for that treacherous Vitiges.

Did Arvasia really have to behead her own sister? That would not stop the plague in any case.

Rawena would stop being pestilential as soon as the eclipse was over, and she wouldn’t be dangerous until someone pierced her heart again. Nobody had done it in five hundred years. And since Rawena was sure to be even warier and more mistrustful than she had been before, it might never happen again.

It was a tremendous gamble, though, and Arvasia felt she had no right to expose humanity to such danger.

Confused thoughts and emotions clashed and erupted in her mind and made her groan and rub her forehead. She shook her head to clear it, turned around, and marched toward Rawena’s bed. She drew the dagger—and she burst into tears again. Then a sudden thought calmed her.

Yes, she had to do it. But she also had to find Agira, which gave her an excuse to postpone the beheading.

A linen blanket lay at Rawena’s feet. Arvasia grabbed it and cut off three wide strips. She stuffed one into Rawena’s mouth so she wouldn’t scream and attract the neighbors, and she tied Rawena’s wrists to the pallet frame so she couldn’t escape.

Arvasia sheathed the dagger and turned toward the door. She would deal with Rawena later. Now she had to help Agira.

She left the house and went downstairs. She opened the front door and looked around, wondering where to go. Since the port seemed to be the likeliest place for Vitiges to poison something with Rawena’s blood and send the plague off to Constantinople, she hurried there.

Arvasia wondered what she would do with Rawena. Although she hated to admit it, she doubted she would have the strength to behead her or burn her to ashes. Could she take her to Gaul and make her an eternal prisoner of her tribe to prevent another stabbing?

She shook her head and rushed on. Right now, she had to focus on preventing the looming plague.

Having reached a large intersection, she stopped and looked around. The streets looked all the same and she wasn’t sure which one led to the port. She noticed the monstrous outline of the citadel and realized she had to pass it first to head down toward the river. Then she heard footsteps coming from the very street she had decided to take.

Arvasia rushed to the nearest portico and pressed her back against the door in the shadows to wait for the person to pass. Normal people were asleep at this hour, and a watchman could ask her too many questions, a hoodlum could try to rob her, and a drunk could try to bar her way and molest her. As she would either have to lie or draw her dagger, it was better to let the person walk by.

The footsteps grew louder, and a man came to view, lit by the moonlight. Arvasia gasped when she saw his long brown hair and blue tunic. It was the same man who had barreled into them by the stairway. It was Vitiges.

* * *
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THE BLACKNESS OF HER mind began to dissipate, and Rawena opened her eyes and stared at the moonlit thatch of the ceiling. The first memory that limped toward her was of Vitiges shouting and storming out of the room. She wanted to see if he had returned and lay beside her. But she couldn’t move her head.

Panic clenched her soul, along with the feeling that something dreadful had happened. Her eyes glided around the room. She was alone.

When she tried to move, pain spread through her chest and opened a floodgate of dreadful recollections. She remembered waking up to some noise, opening her eyes, and staring at the moonlit ceiling just as she had a moment ago—and a scrawny, bald man suddenly blocking her view. Then came a flash of a blade, and agony that made her gurgle. She had felt the blade slide deep between her ribs.

The man had pulled the dagger out, but that only worsened the pain. He stared at the gory blade and threw the dagger beside her with a flash of fear on his face, as if he feared he would get infected. Her shredded heart kept pumping blood out of her body with loud plup, plup, plup. The man had taken out a wineskin. Creeping unconsciousness had blurred her vision, but she knew what he would do.

The memory brought tears into Rawena’s eyes. The wetness of the tears running over her temples and toward her ears was the only thing she felt, apart from the pain in her chest. Otherwise, she felt as if her eyes stared from a void that was no longer her. Her head hummed and buzzed, and the ceiling often spun around.

Who was that man who had stabbed her and collected her blood? He must have been Pandemia’s agent. How could he do that to her? How could he do that to humankind?

Rawena wondered whether Vitiges had known about him. She thought it unlikely, and that made her feel a little better.

Her body came to, and she felt something digging into her wrists. She managed to lift her head, and she saw that her wrists were tied to the pallet frame. She also saw the hole in her gory chest.

Rawena wanted to scream, and she even found the strength to do so. But only a muffled moan came out, and she realized that her mouth had been gagged.

Had the man tied and gagged her? Was he coming back?

A panic attack made her long to scratch her forearm, rip her scabs, and make the physical pain ease her mental anguish. She was so weak she wouldn’t be able to do it even if her hands were free, though. The gag in her mouth prevented her from biting her tongue, and so she at least rubbed her tongue against her back tooth. It was so jagged that her tongue eventually began to bleed.

Rawena realized the eclipse wasn’t over yet: her blood was so putrid that her tongue and mouth went numb. But her stomach turned.

* * *
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AS VITIGES PASSED BY and kept walking, Arvasia slid out of the shadows of the portico and stared at his retreating figure. She was sure he was going back home. But why?

She drew her dagger and skulked after him, fighting the urge to rush on him and stab him to death. She needed him to speak, to tell her what he had done with Rawena’s blood.

As she hurried after him on her tiptoes, Arvasia thought of grabbing him by his hair and pressing the blade to his throat to make him speak. That would work on an ordinary man, but would it work on a weathered warrior? She kept shadowing him, wondering what to do. When she got within three paces from him, he must have heard her for he stopped and began to turn. She leaped forward and, on impulse, she plunged the dagger into his lower back.

He groaned in pain and fell to his knees. His eyes bulged, as he looked at her and tried to get hold of her. She kicked the side of his head. His upper body swayed, but he reached for his sword.

Her dagger was still in his back, so she picked up a stone and slammed it into his head. He fell on his side. Blood gushed from the wound on his head and ran into his eye. The back of his tunic was also drenched with gore. He blinked as if he fought to keep his eyes open.

She knelt by him, pulled her dagger from his back, and pressed it against the side of his neck. He looked at her with hazy eyes and didn’t try to get up or push her hand away. She glanced around and saw nobody looking out of the surrounding windows or coming to see what was happening. In fact, most windows were shuttered, as people believed that the nocturnal air was harmful. Fortunately, Vitiges hadn’t screamed, and the song of the cicadas had probably drowned his groans.

“If you scream or move, I’ll cut your neck,” she hissed in Latin, trying to look and sound as menacing as possible. “Do you understand?”

He didn’t react. His intense stare unnerved her.

“I know who you are, Vitiges, and I know what you did to Rawena. And now you will tell me what you did with her blood, or I will skin you alive.”

A look of surprise passed over his eyes. “You think ... that I stabbed my Rawena?” he wheezed out. “How dare you!”

He sounded so indignant that she hesitated.

“I did plan to hurt her, months ago,” he admitted. “But I didn’t do it. If you kill me, you will do me a favor ... But let me see Rawena first, if only for a moment.”

Arvasia’s head was in turmoil. Should she believe him? She realized it didn’t matter now whether he had stabbed Rawena. She needed to find out what happened to Rawena’s blood, and she guessed that he knew. And she would get it out of him.

She inhaled the warm air to ask another question when she saw a shadow from the corner of her eye. She looked up and gasped at the sight of a naked woman with long arms, claw-like fingers, and the face of a rat. Her golden hair shone like fire in the moonlight.

Arvasia had seen that creature only twice, centuries ago, but she was sure it was her. “Pandemia!”

The cicadas had fallen silent, and her voice carried through the night.

At hearing the name, Vitiges rolled his eyes toward the rat-goddess and moaned with fear.

“I haven’t seen you for ages, Arvasia!” Pandemia chirruped in a cheerful voice. “Now, let me help you with this traitor.”

Pandemia lifted her hand, and let it fall again with a swift movement. As she did so, Arvasia felt her own hand jerk down as if she’d had a tic or spasm. Before she realized what had happened, Vitiges’s blood shot up and drenched her forearm: she had cut his jugular vein.

Vitiges writhed, and another splash of his blood nearly peppered her face. She crawled away, her eyes on the former king. His eyes were wide open, but she doubted he saw her anymore. As she lifted her head toward Pandemia, the rat-goddess squealed with laughter and waved. Then she quivered, turned into a white rat, and scurried into shadows.

Arvasia scrambled to her feet. The geyser of blood from Vitiges’s wound turned into a trickle and ceased. Vitiges was dead.

She walked toward him and wiped her gory forearm into the skirt of his tunic. She didn’t regret his death, but now she might never find out what had happened. Why would Pandemia call him a traitor? 

Arvasia looked around, wondering where Pandemia had gone, and what was she to do. Was Pandemia going to free Rawena? If she did, Arvasia couldn’t do anything about it. She had to find Druidess Agira to learn what had happened and what she was supposed to do. 

Only a small portion of the moon was still obscured, and she feared that Epona would soon reclaim the druidess. She rushed toward the citadel, past its high battlements, and then downhill toward the moonlit river.

The moon had recovered its fullness as she entered the port. Was Agira already gone? A moment of despair nearly sent her to her knees, but then she realized that nothing was lost yet. Even if someone had truly infected a cargo of one of the ships, the ship wouldn’t leave at night. And she would have to convince the authorities not to let any ship leave without checking it for a sign of disturbance.

Arvasia knew she could never tell them the whole truth. But she could say she had a suspicion that an Ostrogothic poisoner was at loose. If that didn’t help, she would pour enough gold out of the magical pouch to buy the doomed ship with its pestilential cargo. If they refused, she would bribe someone to blockade the port or burn the ship down. She wasn’t sure how feasible any of her schemes were. But she was desperate enough to try anything.

She walked along the wharf, hoping to see Agira and hear that all was well. The ships she passed seemed too small to cross the Mediterranean, and she walked on until she reached a wooden bridge that spanned a canal which rushed into the river.

As she stepped onto the bridge, she felt as if the planks turned into mud. The wood suddenly rotted under her foot, and she fell through.

The current grasped her by her ankles and pulled her along, but she grabbed onto a stump of a crossbeam that had supported the bridge. As she tried to pull herself up and crawl onto the wharf, she realized that the bridge couldn’t have crumbled by itself. Pandemia must have followed her and pulled one of her old tricks.

The white rat appeared on the edge of the wharf, just above her head. Arvasia froze, but she still held to the stump. Her legs were in the water, and the current strived to pull her into the river.

“It’s such a hot night, darling,” Pandemia chirruped. “I thought you would like a little bath!” The rat goddess squealed with laughter.

Arvasia clenched her teeth. “Damn you, Pandemia!”

“I just wanted to tell you that there’s a ship leaving the port tomorrow at dawn. Her name is the Engracia and she carries wheat destined for the granaries in Constantinople. The wheat has been tainted with Rawena’s blood. And you won’t be able to do anything about it.”

Pandemia laughed again, and Arvasia groaned with fury and despair.

Pandemia said, “When you see our sister, tell her that Vitiges had nothing to do with it. It was Neuris, one of his former captains, who stabbed her and poisoned the cargo. And when Vitiges found out, he killed him with his bare hands. I’m sure our dear Rawena would like to know.”

Pandemia turned as if to leave. Then she said, “You should also tell her that I threatened Vitiges to trap him in a rat’s skin and take him to my swamp if he didn’t stab her. That obstinate mule! He was lucky I let him die so quickly.”

She thought for a while and then she giggled, and Arvasia wondered what she was scheming.

Pandemia scratched her cheek with nervous, jerky movements. “I’ve got something to do, Arvasia. Goodbye for now.”

Pandemia turned around and scampered away. A moment later, the stump crumbled in Arvasia’s hands and she fell into the canal.

The current dragged her into the river, and the river pushed her away from the port. She floated downstream between the wall of the wharf and the moored ships, trying to catch at ropes and getting banged against the hulls. Then she floated past the port, and the fierce currents dragged her to the middle of the river. The moon shone above in all its glory, creating a silvery corridor that led her toward the Mediterranean.
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The river had taken Arvasia all the way to the sea. She scrambled out on all fours, took a deep breath, and vomited all the brackish water she’d swallowed. Her head pounded and her entire body hurt, but she made herself get up.

The port was four miles away now, but if she hurried she’d be back well before dawn. She would just have to be careful where she stepped. Reaching under her belt, she sighed with relief when her fingers touched the magical pouch of gold. She might soon need it.

Arvasia headed back upstream. The moon guided her, for there were no shadows of trees or buildings, and yet the way was hard and treacherous as she often sank deep into the wet sand. At one point, she had to wade through a muddy branch of the Nile and wallow through marshes. Then thorny shrubs appeared, heralding a firmer ground, but their shadows disoriented her. A large flock of wild pigeons flew up from the shrubbery and made her jump. 

She left the sea far behind and could no longer hear the waves. The hum of the river and the chirping of cicadas were all that disturbed the night. At last, she saw a black shadow in front of her: the Pelusium city walls. Although she had hoped to find a path between the river and the wall, the wall jutted out over the riverbank like an unfinished bridge.

Long, horizontal spikes stuck from the wall, making it look like a sea urchin and preventing her from getting near the wall, let alone climbing around its edge to the other side. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised: Pelusium had been often besieged and invaded, the last time only forty years ago by the Persians, and so the authorities had sealed as many entrances as possible.

The current was too strong to swim upstream and past the wall. She guessed that the ships relied on southern winds or strong oarsmen to reach the port. But what was she going to do?

The moon had shifted toward the west and shone behind her onto the fortification. She scrutinized the structure, hoping to find a way through. A watchtower loomed above her, but she saw no gate. The bottom of the wall’s farthest extreme had several openings to allow the river to flow through, but they all had rusty yet sturdy bars. She had been lucky that, when the current had dragged her past this point, she had been in the middle of the wide river so she didn’t get smashed against the wall or got stuck in one of the barred openings.

Arvasia sighed with resignation. The only thing she could do was to walk around the whole northern part of the city and enter through the Northern Gate. She would lose hours doing so.

Arvasia cursed her bad luck as she walked alongside the wall. Had she imagined it, or had a distant squeal of laughter come as an answer?

It was still dark when she reached the end of the northern fortification. But a reddish glow brightened the eastern horizon, and she knew she had no time to lose. The moon set as she headed for the Northern Gate, but the sky began to gray. Halfway toward the gate, the day brightened enough to show her a few dilapidated farm buildings. Somebody must have tried farming on the marshes, years ago, but had given up.

The sky was gray when she finally reached the gate. It was already open, and the two guards who played dice in the gatehouse hardly lifted their eyes to her. But now she had to cross the whole city.

The sun had already sprung up when she reached the port. A ship was leaving from the back of the port, and she prayed it wasn’t the one which Pandemia called the Engracia, and which was supposed to carry the pestilential wheat to Constantinople.

A man walked past her, a coiled rope over his shoulder. He had dark skin and a brass ring in his ear.

“Can you tell me which ship is the Engracia?” she asked.

He gave her a blank look and spoke in a foreign language.

She realized he spoke no Latin so she pointed to the ship and said, “Engracia? The Engracia?”

He shrugged his shoulders and went on.

Arvasia walked up the wharf without seeing anyone else. The sun rose and made her sweat. She was so sore and exhausted that she wanted to believe that Pandemia had been lying about the poisoned cargo and that Agira and Epona had prevented the plague. But it was a dangerous kind of thinking.

The banging of hammers reached her ears, and she rushed forward, hoping the workers spoke Latin. She neared the canal and saw that several planks had been put across so that people could pass, and that three men were building a new bridge.

Just before the bridge, on her side of the wharf, stevedores were lifting wooden crates onto a middle-sized galley. A well-built, gray-haired man overlooked the work. His tunic and sandals looked expensive, and she assumed he was the captain or the owner. Indeed, she heard a stevedore call him “Captain Demas.”

She approached him to ask which ship was the Engracia.

He noticed her and turned toward her. “Damn, lady!” he exclaimed, his voice friendly and amused. “Did you get drunk last night and pass out in the marshes? Holy ghost! Just look at you!”

Arvasia knew what he meant. The saltwater had bleached her tunic, and mud and wet sand stained the skirt. Her filthy hair was plastered to her cheeks. Her forehead stung, and she guessed it was cut or bruised, perhaps from the hull of his ship as the canal had taken her into the river.

“I had a little accident,” she said, brushing her hair from her face. “But listen. I’m looking for a ship called the Engracia.”

Captain Demas laughed as if she had said a joke, flashing two rows of large teeth. “The Engracia isn’t a passenger ship, lady. It carries wheat and barley and other shit from the fields behind the city, you know? If you need to go to Constantinople, you need to sail from Alexandria.” 

He gave her an appraising look, and she could swear he blushed, although he had to be well over forty. “I wouldn’t mind taking you aboard, with your filth and all. But I’m only going to the island of Crete.”

“I don’t want to travel. But I need to find the ship called the Engracia and check something on board. Please!”

“I hope you’re a good swimmer then,” Demas said, laughing again.

“What?” She turned to the departing ship. “Please don’t tell me it’s the Engracia!”

“You bet she is, lady!”

A dizzy spell made her sway.

“Are you well, lady?” he asked, his eyes filling with concern.

She took a deep breath. “And she’s going to Constantinople? And she carries some kind of crops? Oh, gods! That cannot be!”

“What is the matter?” Demas asked in a worried voice. “You look as if you were about to jump out of your own skin!”

Arvasia decided to tell him the truth, or at least part of it, to make him act. “I have a very strong reason to believe that someone poisoned the grain last night. It was an Ostrogoth who hates Romans and who plotted to poison a cargo destined for Constantinople. And I fear that he succeeded.”

She thought Demas would laugh at her, but he turned serious. “My brother and his family live in Constantinople. There was some commotion around the Engracia last night, I heard.” He looked toward the canal. “And somebody destroyed the bridge ...”

“I’m sure it was connected to that Ostrogoth!” Arvasia exclaimed.

Demas wrinkled his forehead. “But how do you know all this, lady? This is mighty suspicious if you ask me!”

She hesitated. “A man tied to that Ostrogoth... Well, he was my sister’s lover.”

“A nice lover, indeed!” He sounded frustrated rather than angry. “Why do women always go for the worst bastard on the block?”

“I don’t know... Listen, we need to prevent the ship from landing in Constantinople. We need to raise the port police and make them pursue the ship!”

Demas’s eyes brightened as if he hadn’t been upset a second ago. Suddenly, he burst out laughing, so hard that tears sprang out of his eyes. “The port police? Haha! The port police!”

“What’s the matter?”

“Everything is the matter with that bunch! Their captain is the drunkest rascal I’ve ever seen. I’m sure he’s snoring somewhere in the park behind the port or sneaking through the warehouses to steal a bottle of something yummy, wearing a tunic that’s even filthier than yours. He wouldn’t be able to find his ship, let alone sail it. And his men aren’t much better, let me tell you.”

“But if we explained the situation, I’m sure they would do something.”

“Oh, they probably would! They would accuse you of causing all the commotion last night and of destroying the bridge. And they would throw you into a flooded, rat-infested holding cell. Don’t you even think of seeking them!”

“Then you need to help me!” Arvasia blurted out. “Let’s set sail and chase the Engracia!”

Demas smiled and shook his head, but his smile froze when she produced the pouch of gold. “You see, lady, this old gal might not even make it all the way to Constantinople.” He waved toward his ship while he stared at the pouch. “But my oarsmen are pretty fast, let me tell you. I’m going to Crete tomorrow, which is halfway to Constantinople. And we might catch up with the Engracia before we get there.”

“Oh, thank you!” she exclaimed, handing him a few coins. “But why don’t we set sail today? Now?”

Although he pocketed the money, he shook his head. “Impossible, lady. My old gal won’t be ready till tomorrow. But the Engracia is bound to stop in Crete for fresh water, you know. They’ll stay there overnight, and we will get there before they set sail again. You can bet on that!”

“But what if they don’t?” She looked around. “Is there any ship that sails today?”

“There might be some going up the river to the Red Sea, but none going north.”

Her face must have shown skepticism for Demas sighed, looked up, and shouted to the stevedores. “Oy, fellas! How many ships are going up north today?”

“None, Captain Demas!” a stevedore called back.

“Wait, wait!” exclaimed another one. “The Engracia is going to Constantinople! But you might not catch her.”

Demas turned to Arvasia with a victorious grin. “You see, my beautiful lady, old Captain Demas knows his port. You can count on that!”

“But I have to leave today!” She shook the pouch. “I’ll pay you well if—”

He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “We’re sailing tomorrow at dawn, lady. And if we catch up with the Engracia, I’m not getting into any scuffles with the crewmen or that kind of shit. And I’m going to follow my normal itinerary.” His tone was still friendly but firm like an oak root. 

Arvasia hated the fact that she would lose one day, but she had no alternatives. She wanted to keep begging him to set sail today, but she sensed he was kind but stubborn, and she feared he would get mad and refuse to take her altogether. 

“Thank you, Captain Demas,” she said, pocketing the pouch. “I’ll be back at dawn.”

He smiled and waved at her as if she were already far away. “I will see you then, beautiful lady.”

She nodded goodbye and went to see Rawena.

* * *
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ARVASIA ENTERED RAWENA’S room with a dagger in her hand and trepidation in her soul. She half expected Rawena to be gone, or to be free and accompanied by Pandemia. But Rawena was still there, alone and tied to the pallet.

Rawena looked at her, and her face contorted with terror. She uttered muffled shrieks through the gag and wriggled like an eel.

Sorrow wrought Arvasia’s heart. Why did the merciless fate make Rawena fear her own sister? Nobody deserved such tragedy, and Rawena—who hadn’t hurt anyone until she had fallen into Pandemia’s claws—least of all.

Before Arvasia could speak to soothe her, Rawena lay still, and resignation settled in her violet eyes. Arvasia guessed that, having been tied the whole night and most of the morning—and being bound by Pandemia’s curse for half a millennium—she would welcome any kind of conclusion.

Gazing into those eyes, Arvasia realized she would never find the strength to burn or behead Rawena. Besides, if she did, Pandemia would only trap Rawena’s soul in the swamp. And find another victim to spread the plagues.

Pandemia had probably known that Arvasia wouldn’t hurt Rawena, so she hadn’t set Rawena free. But what was Arvasia going to do now?

She stepped closer, making Rawena recoil. “Rawena,” she said in a gentle voice. “Promise you won’t scream if I remove the gag.”

Rawena nodded, and Arvasia pulled the strip of linen from Rawena’s mouth.

“Thank you, sister,” Rawena said. She tried to smile, but so much pain filled her voice and eyes that Arvasia wanted to weep.

A few drops of blood stained the gag. She dropped it on the floor.

“Was it you who tied and gagged me?” Rawena asked.

“Yes.”

Rawena nodded. Then tears filled her eyes. “They betrayed me. Vitiges and Pandemia. Oh, gods! Why am I so wretched?”

“Calm down, my sister,” Arvasia said in a soothing voice. She stretched out her hand to touch Rawena’s forehead, but Rawena recoiled, and Arvasia sighed and lowered her hand. “It wasn’t Vitiges who stabbed you.”

Rawena nodded. “I know. I saw the man ... But, did he poison something with my blood?”

“Unfortunately, he did. He poisoned a cargo of crop in a ship that has set sail to Constantinople this morning. I couldn’t prevent it.”

Fresh tears gushed from Rawena’s eyes, and she sobbed so badly Arvasia thought she would choke.

“Nothing is lost yet, Rawena!” she blurted.

Rawena calmed and gave her a quizzing look.

“I am going to pursue the ship tomorrow,” she said. “I’ve already bribed a captain of another ship. There’s still a chance.”

Rawena stopped crying, and tranquil misery alighted on her face.

Arvasia thought of how to make her feel better. “I think that Vitiges truly loved you, Rawena. Pandemia had threatened him to turn him into a rat and trap him in the swamp if he didn’t stab you. And yet he refused.”

A weak smile spread across Rawena’s lips. “That’s the only thing that soothes me.”

Arvasia wondered where Vitiges was. As she had crossed the town to get to the port this morning, she hadn’t seen his body when she had passed the street where she had killed him. Had the imperial police taken him away? Or was it Pandemia who removed him?

“And he killed the man who had stabbed you,” Arvasia said.

“But not before the man poisoned the cargo.”

“Yes...”

Rawena said in a cold voice, “Vitiges conspired against me at the beginning. He caused all this. He deserves to die.”

“Well... he did,” Arvasia said. “Pandemia made me cut his throat.”

Rawena turned her head away from her and squeezed her eyes shut as if to keep the tears in. She took a deep breath and said in a shaking voice, “As I said. He deserved death.”

Silence ensued in the room. Only birds sang outside, and someone was chopping wood down the street.

“Tell me all that happened last night, please,” Rawena said after a while.

Arvasia recounted the events, and Rawena stared at her, breathing hard and devouring every word.

“I’ve hired a galley to pursue the Engracia, and I hope to catch up with her in Crete,” Arvasia said in the end. “We’ll set sail tomorrow at dawn.”

“May the gods give you luck and speed, sister!” Rawena said fervently.

Another spell of silence limped through the room. A child or a woman sang downstairs, and an old man shouted, probably to tell them to shut up. If they only knew what had been happening above their heads!

Rawena asked, “Will you behead me now, Arvasia?” Her voice was calm and empty of emotions, as if she no longer cared what would happen to her. “You might not have such an opportunity for another five hundred years.”

“No, Rawena,” Arvasia whispered. “I ... I can’t.”

“What are you going to do with me, then?”

“I don’t know,” Arvasia admitted.

Life returned to Rawena’s eyes. “Then untie me and take me with you on the pursuit of the Engracia!” she said, her voice feverish. “Tomorrow, I will be strong enough to walk to the port. And by the time we reach Crete, I’ll gain enough strength to help you destroy the cargo.”

For a moment, Arvasia thought it was Rawena’s trick to regain freedom. But her eyes shone with so much resolution she had to be sincere.

“I will still be in your hands, sister,” Rawena said. “You can do whatever you want with me once we are finished. But we must prevent the plague.” Her eyes drifted away, and then she looked back at Arvasia. “I must at least try. I cannot sit around and do nothing when there are millions of lives at risk. Besides, there’s a little girl called Marina in Constantinople. An orphan I thought of adopting ... I cannot stand the thought that she would die—and because of me.” 

Arvasia rubbed her forehead, thinking what to do. She believed that Druidess Agira had returned to the Otherworld. And since Garux and the Celts were in Constantinople, Rawena was her only ally.

She took a deep breath. “Very well, Rawena.”

“Thank you, my sister!” Rawena said, giving her a pained yet grateful smile.

After a short hesitation, Arvasia untied her. Rawena rubbed her wrists and sat up. She groaned in pain, and blood pumped from the hole in her chest and further stained her tunic. But her eyes shone with energy.

“We cannot let the plague leave this room,” she said. “We must take my tunic, wrap it into the linen blanket, and burn it. And we must burn the blood off the dagger the bastard used to stab me.”

Arvasia nodded. She would also seek Captain Demas today and beg him to add another unexpected passenger to his list. Since her pouch of gold was bottomless, and since Demas seemed to have a weakness for beautiful women, she hoped it wouldn’t be such a problem.

With Rawena’s help, they might prevent the plague yet. But what was she going to do with Rawena after that?
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Three days later, as Arvasia and Rawena sailed toward Crete, Garux left his shelter under the bridge and headed toward Constantinople’s First Hill. Darkness was falling, and birds chirped hysterically in the trees as they settled for the night. Lights burned behind the windows, and the streets were empty but for the vagrants who slept on almost every corner and under every portico.

Garux walked along the Wall of Byzantium toward a hilltop palace. No breeze cooled the night, and he sweated under his tattered tunic as he climbed the hill and walked between a colonnade and a wall of large marble blocks that guarded the palace.

The darkness had grown as he reached the iron-wrought gate, but the waning yet nearly full moon sprang up to scatter the shadows. He peered through the gate at the manicured lawn and evergreens of the front garden, and at the large portico supported by massive Doric columns. Five or six guards stood by the front door. The windows were open, and the slight clinking of cutlery scurried through the gate.

Garux licked his lips. The rich consul who owned the palace was hosting a banquet, just as Garux had hoped. The banquets were held almost every Friday, and the leftovers were thrown to the consul’s cats in the back garden. What the consul didn’t know was that Garux was always there, snitching the food from the cats.

At times, Garux exchanged the food for beer and got gloriously drunk. Many times he couldn’t resist the smell, though, and he devoured everything in the garden’s black corner, to the angry meowing of the cats. Although he didn’t need to eat to survive, meat and seafood gave him bliss and energy, and the weekly expedition gave him something to do.

A salvo of forced laughter rolled through the windows, as the consul had probably told a bad joke. Silhouettes of servants passed by the windows, carrying enormous platters of food.

A group of gaunt slaves sat by the guests’ litters in the front garden. They weren’t eating.

Garux shot an angry look at the palace. “You bastards,” he murmured. “You stuff cats with flamingos’ tongues, but what about the slaves? Are they supposed to hunt mice?”

A guard left the front door and walked toward the gate as if he had heard Garux’s murmuring. Garux turned around to circle the palace and get into the back garden. Then he saw the man.

He stood only a few paces away, dressed in a white tunic. Although he had long fair hair and a beard, he was short like a Roman. His moonlit face showed surprise and guilt, almost as if he had been following Garux.

Garux remembered what Arvasia and Agira had said about Pandemia’s allies heading for Constantinople. Was this man an Ostrogoth? Had Pandemia sent him to finish Garux?

Garux was about to confront him when a loud bang came from behind and startled him. The guard was slamming a club against the gate, shouting, “Hey! Get away from here, you filthy bum. This is a private residence!”

Garux turned back—and he saw that the man had disappeared in the shadows of the colonnade. Garux walked back the way he’d come from, looked around the corner, but saw nobody. He shrugged his shoulders and went on toward the back garden. He climbed a tall olive tree that grew by the wall and scaled the inner wall down into the garden. In the shadows of the immaculate hedges, he slithered toward the mansion.

A pack of cats sat by the back door, meowing hungrily. They turned their heads toward him and hissed, and he rushed forward and shooed them away. The cats crept back before he settled behind a hedge, but he didn’t dare leave the hideout: the door would open in no time, and the servants would toss the food onto the lawn. They would shout for the guards if they saw him.

Garux collected stones and tossed them at the cats. They wouldn’t scatter, but at least they stopped meowing. In the silence, he heard a twig snap under someone’s foot.

The sound came from about a hundred paces behind him, near the garden wall. Garux looked that way. A black silhouette crossed the moonlit lawn and disappeared behind a clump of banana trees. It had to be the man who had stalked him by the main gate. He must have seen Garux climb over the wall. And he had probably come to do Pandemia’s bidding in the privacy of the garden.

Garux had no weapon, and he looked for a place to hide. Then a sense of shame poured heat into his face. In the old days, he wouldn’t have run even if there were two men against him. Besides, if the man was in league with Pandemia, Garux could never hide from him forever. He had to attack first and find out who the pursuer was.

Garux stood and rushed toward the gate, keeping to the hedges and tiptoeing. The man emerged from the shadows only a few paces away and scurried toward another thicket. He must have heard Garux, for he froze and looked toward him. Garux dashed forward, outstretched his hands, and rammed them into the man’s chest. The impact toppled the man, and Garux stumbled and flailed his arms to regain his balance.

He turned to the man, ready to kick his head if he tried to get up, but the man kept lying on his back, gasping for air. He obviously wasn’t much of a fighter.

The moonlight fell on the man, revealing he had no weapon at his belt. A pair of celestial eyes squinted at Garux with fear.

As Garux bent over and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic to punch him, the man covered his face and exclaimed, “Don’t hurt me!”

“Who are you?” Garux growled in Latin. “Why did you—” Then he realized that the man had spoken in Gaulish. And that the intonation resembled the accents of Garux’s ancient tribe.

Garux straightened his back. “Get up and tell me what’s happening.”

The man stood. Fear still lingered in his eyes, but when he stepped backward out of Garux’s reach, an arrogant smirk began to play on his face.

“Who the hell are you?” Garux snapped.

The man smoothened his collar with a disgusted look as if Garux’s hand had stained it. He was cocky and conceited when he felt safe, but he was obviously scared of physical pain. Garux already disliked him.

“I’m Maguno,” he said, his voice bloated with self-importance. “I’m the druid of the descendants of your tribe, Garux. I have been ritually connected to Druidess Agira, who is my ancestor. She asked me to help her find Rawena and fight against Pandemia.”

Garux glanced at the moon and recalled it had been eclipsed a few days ago. If he were drunk, he would have shrugged it off. But as he was sober, he asked, “What happened? Did Rawena...?”

“I’ve made several rites and learned a lot,” Maguno said pompously. “An Ostrogoth stabbed Rawena through the heart and used her pestilential blood to taint a cargo of wheat on a ship that is now sailing from Egypt to Constantinople. Agira is hiding on that ship, trying to scuttle and sink it. And Arvasia and Rawena are following her on another ship.”

“What? Arvasia and Rawena? Together?”

“Yes, they have become allies. Everyone is trying to stop the plague.” Maguno smirked. “Everyone but you.”

Garux felt fury building inside him. “Is that so?” he snapped. “And what are you doing, druid?”

Maguno’s smirk waned. “I told you I’m performing important ritu—”

“What else?”

Maguno sighed and said in a patient voice as if he were talking to a stupid child. “You live in your filthy drunken world and have no idea what’s happening.”

“Enlighten me, then,” Garux said in an icy voice, clenching his fists.

Maguno took a step back. A shadow of worry passed over his eyes as he lowered them to Garux’s fists.

“I was on my way to Constantinople, along with about two hundred men,” Maguno said, watching Garux as if he were a dog that could bite him. “I was certain to be here before the lunar eclipse and prevent the plague. Unfortunately, Pandemia made a group of Ostrogoths attack us at night and steal our money and horses.” 

Garux couldn’t help but chuckle when he imagined Maguno in a fight. No wonder the Celts had lost under his leadership. If only Garux had been there ...

“We had to walk all the way here, and hunt along the way,” the druid continued with a frown. “And yet we made it faster than expected and reached the walls this morning. We’ve set a camp by the Golden Gate, and my men have started looking for the Ostrogoths, who are probably near. I’ve already performed a rite this afternoon to connect with Agira, and I’m also devising a plan how to prevent the poisoned cargo from being unloaded in Constantinople.” 

The superior smirk returned to his face. “So don’t tell me I’ve done nothing!”

“If you are so busy and important, why were you following me?” Garux snarled.

Maguno beamed as if he had been waiting for that question. “I wanted to see the man from our legends, the immortal chieftain who had captured the heart of the lovely Arvasia.” He looked around and then he leaned forward and hissed, “I know well what you are doing here, Garux. Agira has been ritually looking through your eyes. And she told me about your weekly habits.”

“Ooh, so Agira told you?” Garux exclaimed, happy to get back at the pompous coward. “You wouldn’t find me without her, would you? You have no real magical powers, you fraud! I’m sure you won’t be able to find the Ostrogoths, either. And even if you did, you wouldn’t dare attack them and get back your money or horses.”

“And what have you dared do these years and decades, apart from getting drunk and stealing leftovers? Huh, chieftain? Creeping around gardens like a filthy cat ... They should send a pack of hounds at you!”

Garux stepped forward and raised his fist. “Filthy cat?” he growled. “Just wait till this filthy cat pounds you into a pulp, you shit of a man!”

Maguno staggered back, raising his hands and cringing. When he saw that Garux wouldn’t hit him, he chuckled and said, “If I’m a shit of a man, what does that make you, then? Next time you drink from a puddle when you’re hangover, look at your reflection, Garux.” He took another step back and said, “I’m not surprised Arvasia doesn’t love you anymore.”

That remark hurt more than any insult Maguno could have summoned, perhaps because Garux feared it was true. And the way the druid had emphasized the ‘you’ made it sound that Arvasia loved another man. Perhaps the dreadful Maguno himself.

“Leave me alone, you maggot,” Garux said in a hoarse voice. Although he had tried to sound menacing, his tone had been whiny, as if he were begging.

Maguno scowled and opened his mouth for a retort when a cat screeched. Garux looked toward the back door and saw it was open. A blackened figure stood in the doorway, a servant tossing food to the cats, which began to eat and fight. Then the figure turned around and shut the door.

Garux licked his lips and gave the cats a furious look. The guests always feasted on peacock, pork, and seafood, and he couldn’t believe he would miss it because of that bastard Maguno.

“I see you’ve got things to do, immortal chieftain,” Maguno said with a sneer. “I have nothing to tell you in any case, so now you can go and fight over the scraps with the other beasts.”

The druid shot him a last look of contempt, turned around, and rushed back toward the wall. Garux moved to dash after him and punch him. Then he turned and ran toward the palace to kick at the cats and salvage whatever leftovers he could.
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Agira lost count of the days she had spent in the Engracia’s hold, in the company of the sacks of pestilential wheat. Although she worried that somebody would descend to get some grain for the ship’s galley, the hatchway remained closed, keeping her in perpetual blackness. She found it hard to breathe, and if it wasn’t for the tiny gaps between some of the planks above her head, she would have surely passed out.

They had landed somewhere, probably in Crete, about two days ago, and now they seemed to be at high sea again. The doomed ship must have conquered the first half of her journey. High time to finish scuttling her. 

The planks creaked above Agira’s head, and muffled voices came through the gaps in the planking. She guessed it was the morning, and that the sailors were leaving the lower deck to have breakfast. A little later, the ship lurched, and she sensed that the Engracia was plying the sea at full sail. Everyone was surely busy on the upper deck. It was time for her to get to work as well.

The druidess stood, tilted her head, and put her ear to the ceiling. No sounds came from the lower deck. She crouched and groped the floor between the sacks for her dagger, with which she had scraped away at about two square feet in the side of the hull. A pile of shavings lay below, and the square was so thin that, when she put her hand against it, she could feel the cool wetness of the sea that swirled behind it. A few powerful strokes would break through and let the sea in.

Agira shuddered when she imagined the saltwater pouring in to fill the hold. Although she would soon return to the Otherworld in any case, she feared the agony of drowning. The ship would sink, and the sailors would all die, and it pained her. But she was willing to sacrifice a few dozen souls to save millions of others.

She had often thought of trying to break from the hold and begging the crew to throw the poisoned wheat overboard. They would never listen, though, and it would probably be she who ended up flying over the rail and into the sea. And if the ship reached Constantinople and if the sacks were unloaded and carted to granaries, all of humanity would face extinction.

Agira felt she was the only person who could prevent the plague. Although she couldn’t kindle a ritual fire to connect with Epona, the goddess had sent her a dream in which Rawena and Arvasia had become allies and pursued the Engracia on another ship. Agira had hoped they would reunite during the stopover in Crete. They never did, though, and now the sisters might never catch up with the Engracia.

Agira had also spoken to Maguno, with whom she had connected while he was performing a rite. The Celts had reached Constantinople but were penniless and desperate. Their only plan was to try to prevent the Engracia from unloading the cargo in Constantinople. She doubted that a man like Maguno could manage that.

In the blackness of the hold, Agira ran her hand over the side of the hull and found the square of scraped wood. Taking a deep breath, she slammed the dagger into the square. The bang was so loud it startled her, but the wood didn’t yield. She cringed and listened for sounds from the lower deck. She feared that the night crew had gone to sleep just above her head. They had never heard her scraping at the wood. But the banging might well rouse them.

She cringed as she kept slamming the blade into the wall. A large splinter grazed her cheek, but still the wood wouldn’t yield. Her head buzzed from the lack of air, and she gasped in the stifling blackness.

“I crap on that wood,” Agira murmured as she raised the dagger for another hit.

Suddenly, she sensed danger. Agira listened, her heart thumping wildly in her chest. No sounds came from above, but the feeling of an impending disaster made her turn around. Had Pandemia found her way into the hold? Agira concentrated her powerful mind on the rat-goddess, but she couldn’t feel her presence anywhere near.

Had Agira’s fear of drowning generated that sense of danger? Yes, that had to be it. The druidess forced herself to relax. She inhaled and turned back to her task.

Then voices disturbed the silence. The planks above creaked under a few pairs of feet. Weak light flooded the hold as the hatchway opened.

A man poked his head in and gawked at Agira in surprise. 

Another head appeared behind his shoulder. “I told you someone was in there!” 

That seemed to whip the first man into action. He jumped into the hold, with the second man close behind. They hardly stumbled as they landed, and they drew long knives, their eyes on Agira. 

She guessed they were still surprised, and that their eyes weren’t as adjusted to the gloom as hers, so she rushed at the first man and swung her dagger at him. The man screamed and staggered backward as she cut his face. She was turning to the other man when she felt a sharp pain in her right bicep. The man had stabbed her. 

Another man lowered himself into the hold and rushed at Agira like a mad bull. The other man swung his bloodied knife at her. As she leaped back, the charging man crashed into her, making her hit the wall and fall. 

A hail of fists and feet pummeled her, making her drop the dagger and cover her head to protect it. She was dazzled when they pulled her to her feet and marched her across the hold. A few men were waiting on the lower deck, and they pulled her up. 

“That bitch was trying to scuttle our ship!” someone shouted to the others, creating a furious uproar. A fist landed on the side of her head. 

Agira’s heart sank. She had hoped they would think she had smuggled herself on the ship to get a free ride. But they had learned her true intention. And she doubted she could make them understand.  

Scorching sunlight blinded her as they pushed and shoved her up onto the upper deck. Somebody shouted in her face, “You’re dead, whore! You’re dead!” 

She felt spittle landing on her face. 

Agira thought that in a moment, a fatal stab would send her soul toward the Otherworld, never to come back. Then she began to feel that salvation could be near. 

* * *
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THE TIME SHE SPENT chasing the Engracia on Demas’s galley was the strangest and most perplexing time of Arvasia’s life. Centuries ago, she had sworn she wouldn’t rest until Rawena was dead and the plagues prevented. And now, the sisters shared the same ship and chased another vessel that carried wheat poisoned with Rawena’s pestilential blood.

The first few days, Rawena had been so weak and sore from the stab that she spent most of the time lying in a hanging bed on the lower deck. Blood had still trickled through the sealing hole in her chest when she moved, but since Arvasia had bought her a dark tunic, nobody noticed. Yesterday, Rawena had regained enough strength to climb onto the main deck and stand by Arvasia on the prow and watch the horizon.

Her proximity filled Arvasia with both thrill and uneasiness. Rawena had hardly said a word since they’d left Pelusium, but her eyes often moistened, and Arvasia guessed she was thinking of Vitiges. Arvasia was too worried about the plague to soothe her, though, and they spent most of the time in silence, their eyes combing the sea for the Engracia.

They had hoped to catch up with the doomed ship in Crete. They had reached the island the day before yesterday, after only five days at sea. But they landed at noon, and a stevedore told them the Engracia had set sail a few hours before that, going on to Constantinople after a night’s rest in the port.

Demas had unloaded his cargo and wanted to return to Pelusium, but Arvasia and Rawena had begged him to keep pursuing the ship. Arvasia gave him a huge bribe, promised to buy all the supplies necessary, and batted her eyelashes until her eyelids hurt. At last, he consented—but he warned them they might never catch up with the Engracia before she reached Constantinople.

It was the early morning of the seventh day of their journey, and Arvasia already stood with Rawena on the prow, squinting at the sunlit sea. A strong wind had blown at night, and she had often stirred to the groaning of the rigging that strained as powerful gusts slammed into the flax sail. All was calm now, though, and the sail only occasionally flapped in a freak gust of breeze.

The sea was still rough, and waves slammed into the bowsprit below them, nearly drowning the drumming that set the pace of the oarsmen. While Arvasia pitied the twenty-four men who toiled underdeck, she wished they would row faster. The Engracia had three large sails but no oars, and now that the wind had died out, their galley might gain on her.

Rawena stood just beside Arvasia, clenching the rail for support, but she didn’t seem to be watching the horizon. A sigh escaped through her lips, and she turned her head away. Arvasia knew that tears had filled her eyes again.

On impulse, Arvasia put her hand around Rawena’s shoulders. Rawena jerked her head toward her, and a flash of mistrust and wariness passed over her wet eyes. She behaved like a mistreated dog, and Arvasia’s heart went out for her.

Then Rawena smiled. Tears gushed down her cheeks, but her eyes filled with gratitude.

“At times, I really thought I loved that bastard,” she said. “And I believed I had finally found happiness, after so many centuries. And then...” She sighed and shook her head.

“I think he loved you, too, Rawena,” Arvasia said. “He refused to stab your heart, although Pandemia threatened to punish him. And that takes a lot of courage and devotion.”

Rawena nodded and wiped her eyes, and Arvasia thought how bizarre the situation was. Yes, they were having a truce and became allies, but Rawena was still deadly, and even if they contained the looming outbreak, humanity would be in danger until Rawena was burned or beheaded. And yet, Arvasia was now hugging and soothing her.

“He had courage, I have to give him that,” Rawena said in a weak voice. “But he was a treacherous dog.”

Arvasia guessed Rawena mourned for him, despite what she said, and she wondered whether Rawena resented her for killing him. Had Pandemia dragged him to her swamp, or had she let him depart to the Gothic Otherworld? Was she going to try to prevent them from catching up with the Engracia?

A loud exclamation came from the crow’s nest by the mast and interrupted her thoughts. “Ship ahead!”

Arvasia peered at the sunlit sea surface, shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, and saw a small spot on the horizon. They had descried dozens of ships during the voyage, but they either disappeared or turned out not to be the Engracia. Would they finally be lucky?

Captain Demas hurried toward them, steady on his feet despite the sway of the ship. He leaned against the bulwark, shielded his eyes, and gazed at the horizon. Then he cupped his hands and put them to his right eye to block out the sun and focus his sight.

The oarsmen kept struggling against the waves, and the ship on the horizon grew larger. It had three sails, which hung limply from high masts.

“This could be her,” Demas murmured. “This could be her.”

Arvasia and Rawena exchanged an excited glance. They might prevent the plague yet!

After a while, Demas looked at them and said. “Aye! It’s the Engracia!”

“Are you sure?” Rawena asked.

He laughed and exclaimed, “You bet it is, sweet lady! Old Captain Demas knows the ships from his home port!”

They turned back to the ship and stared. Arvasia thought it truly looked like the ship she had seen leave the port in Pelusium.

A gust of wind caressed and cooled her back. She welcomed the feeling but then she realized what it meant. If the Engracia had three sails and they had only one, the Engracia could get away.

“The wind might soon pick up again,” she told Demas. “Please, tell your oarsmen to row harder. I’ll compensate you!”

Demas frowned in thought. “We could go faster and catch up with her. But what are we going to do after that? I’m not attacking her, you can bet on that. I’m no damned pirate, lady!”

“I’ll think of something,” Arvasia said. “But I need to try to alert them of the danger. Please, Demas! Hurry up!”

He sighed and said, “Oh, what the hell.”

He rushed toward the stairs and descended to the lower deck, and the women turned back toward the Engracia. A little later, the drummer picked up speed, and the oars splashed into the sea more frequently. The rigging creaked as a soft breeze pressed against the sail, but they still seemed to be gaining on the doomed ship.

Arvasia felt Rawena’s fingers wrap around her hand. She looked at Rawena, who stared at the Engracia with her lips parted and her eyes wide open. Rawena was so focused she didn’t even realize she had grabbed her hand, but Arvasia was glad she had, for the sisterly connection filled her with warmth.

Demas returned and stood beside them without saying a word. They had got close enough to the Engracia to see tiny figures on her main deck, and Arvasia thought that soon, they would get within an earshot. But what was she going to call at them?

Rawena breathed hard, her free hand clenching and unclenching the rail. She squeezed Arvasia’s forearm until it hurt. Then she let go of Arvasia’s hand and dug her fingernails into her forearm.

Arvasia hated to see her do that, but she didn’t try to stop her because she knew it relieved Rawena’s tension. Rawena had done it since she was a child, and bizarre as she thought it was, it made Arvasia feel that Rawena was truly her sister, rather than some pestilential fiend she was supposed to destroy.

The wind picked up, and the rigging strained as the sail stretched outward. The Engracia seemed to lurch forward, but they were so close to her that Arvasia called, “Furl your sails! We need to speak to you!”

Arvasia repeated the call, and so did Rawena, but the crew of the Engracia either didn’t hear them over the sounds of their ship, or they ignored them. The deck seemed to be crowded as if they had a gathering. Then something large flew over the Engracia’s starboard and splashed into the sea.

“What was that?” Demas asked, peering into the waves.

Arvasia shrugged her shoulders and kept calling. The wind was growing stronger, though, blowing into the Engracia’s three sails and pushing her forward. Arvasia despaired. If they lost the Engracia now, they might never catch up with her again.

“Oh, gods!” Rawena screeched at the ship, ripping the scabs on her forearm. “Wait!”

Then Demas screamed, “What on earth?”

He was still staring into the waves, and when she followed his gaze, Arvasia realized that the large thing that had fallen over the Engracia’s starboard was no object but a person. At first, she thought that the gathering on the Engracia’s deck had been a funeral and that they had discarded a corpse. Then she saw the person was thrashing around, struggling to stay afloat.

Demas rushed to the quarterdeck and shouted at the first mate, “Furl the sail! And tell the damned oarsmen to stop rowing!”

“No!” Rawena screeched, running toward him. “We have to chase the Engracia!”

Demas turned to her, a shock in his eyes. “Are you telling me we should let that person die? No way, lady! We’re fishing him out.”

Arvasia was about to run to him and tell him they couldn’t try to save one life and put countless others at risk when a call for help came from the waves. The voice was female. And familiar.

Arvasia turned toward the sea and gasped when she saw that the person struggling against the waves had long fair hair. She swayed in surprise. Agira? Then she inhaled and screamed, “Agira!”

Rawena rushed to her and stared. “You said she had returned to the Otherworld. What happened?”

“I don’t know,” she said, trying to understand. “Epona must have granted her more time.”

The galley had slowed down and floated toward the druidess. Sailors crowded the prow to see the rescue. One of them threw Agira a piece of rope, but the druidess was still too far. A large wave washed over her and made her disappear. Then she poked her head above the surface and coughed and gagged.

Flailing her arms and kicking her feet, she finally got close enough to the galley to grab the rope. The crew cheered. Two sailors heaved on the rope to lift Agira on board.

Arvasia glanced at Rawena and saw panic in her eyes. “Don’t worry, sister,” she said. “Nobody will hurt you when you’re with me. Besides, Agira has surely already divined that we’re in this together.”

Rawena nodded and exhaled. Then she winced as if she had just bitten her tongue.

They pulled Agira up, and Arvasia helped the sailors carry her over the rail. They sat her on the deck with her back against the bulwark. She was coughing and gasping for air as if she had just finished a fireside ritual. Her right bicep was bleeding. Cuts and bruises covered her body. 

Arvasia kneeled beside her. “Dear druidess! Are you well?”

Agira nodded and ran a trembling hand over her face. Arvasia glanced at the horizon. The Engracia was far away.

“I’m glad to see you, Arvasia,” she said in an exhausted voice. She lifted her eyes to Rawena and gave her a long, quizzing look. “Hello, Rawena. I guess we are allies now.”

Rawena nodded and dug her nails into her forearm.

“What happened?” Arvasia asked. “Did Epona give you more time?”

Agira unglued her eyes from Rawena and said, “Yes, until the next full moon.”

“And is the Engracia truly carrying poisoned grain?”

“Unfortunately, she is.”

“And what were you doing there? And why did they throw you over?”

Agira opened her mouth to answer when Demas said above them, “What’s going on? You ladies know each other? Am I going crazy?”

Agira stared at him with narrowed eyes. “I’m grateful for the rescue, captain,” she said in a tired yet firm voice. “And I will make sure you are well compensated. But, please, leave us alone for a few moments.” 

He cleared his throat and stared. “Of ... of course,” he stammered. “I’m ... I’ll leave you.” He turned around, a bewildered look in his eyes. “What are you staring at, men!” He hollered at the sailors. “Get back to your posts!”

The sailors dispersed, and only the three women remained on the prow. Rawena stood a few steps away and wouldn’t come closer. But she leaned forward to hear the conversation.

“What happened?” Arvasia asked.

Agira said, “Nobody threw me overboard. I jumped.”

“Why?” Arvasia asked.

“I had been hiding in the hold, scraping away at the wall and ramming a dagger there to scuttle and sink that damned ship. But someone must have heard me, and they pulled me up. I’m sure the worms wanted to kill me, I crap on them all! But I sensed that you two were near, so I wriggled out of their grasp and ran and leaped overboard.”

Agira turned and craned her head over the rail to take a look at the diminishing Engracia. She scowled and said, “The wheat will be deadly until it is destroyed or until it completely rots away. You were going to catch up with her and perhaps convince them to dump the cargo, weren’t you? And because of me, you’ve lost your chance.”

Arvasia rubbed her forehead, trying to think of something encouraging to say. But she was lost for words. 
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That same day, Garux hid in the ruins of an abandoned lookout tower in the hinterlands behind Constantinople. From there he watched the Ostrogoths, hoping to see their leader leave the camp and go to Constantinople so he could have a word with him.

He was still seething from his encounter with that pompous bastard Maguno. And he longed to get back at him.

While Garux hadn’t first made much of what Maguno had said, the druid’s spiteful words had soon eaten into him. Fury and jealousy had shaken him from his usual lethargy and kept him awake the first night after the meeting. He had spent that night tossing in his blankets under the bridge, cursing himself for not having punched the druid’s teeth down his throat.

Then he thought of a way to hurt Maguno even more.

On the following morning, he had gone to the Golden Gate to confirm that the Celts truly camped there, in a valley behind the remotest suburbs. He watched them for a while, unobserved, and then he went to look for the Ostrogoths.

Garux doubted that a large group of former warriors would be allowed into the city, and so he scoured the outskirts and the fields outside the city walls. Nobody knew Constantinople and its surroundings as well as he did, and three days after meeting Maguno, he found the Ostrogoths camped behind Charisius Gate by the Golden Horn.

Their encampment was about as large as the Celtic one, and he guessed that each group had nearly two hundred men. If a battle was to break out, they would be evenly matched. Unless one of them won by surprise and treachery.

Garux had been spying on the Ostrogoths throughout the morning, and he was getting impatient. A few men had left the camp. Some went to town, probably to get free bread, and others headed for a nearby farm to buy or steal produce from the serfs.

He kept gazing at the largest tent that stood on a knoll in the middle of the encampment and which had to belong to the leader. Garux had seen him milling around the camp, a lanky middle-aged man with a bald dome and a greasy gray braid that reminded him of a rat’s tail. At times, the leader ventured toward the fringes of the camp, and Garux thought he would leave. But he always returned to his tent.

It had rained in the morning and clouds still chased each other across the overcast sky like a herd of crazed gray horses. Most of the time, Garux couldn’t see the sun but he guessed he had been there for five hours.

At last, in the early afternoon, the man left the tent and headed straight toward the city gate. Garux guessed that, if he still had some of the Celtic gold, he would go to a brothel or a tavern. That thought made Garux realize he hadn’t had beer for three days. Hot sweat poured over his body, and his throat felt parched. But the sense of pride made him feel better.

Garux climbed down the tower’s crumbling stairway and rushed to meet the man. He caught up with him as he neared the gate.

“Ave, friend,” he said in Latin. “You must be Sedric, the leader of the Ostrogoths.” He had learned that the best way to learn a man’s name was to call him by the wrong one.

“It’s Oleric!” the man snapped. He had bulging eyes and sickly, spotty skin. And he frowned with suspicion. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

“My name is Garux. And I am the enemy of the Celts you had attacked back in Pannonia. I wanted to thank you and congratulate you.”

Oleric said nothing, but his frown deepened.

“You were the one who led your men against the Celts, weren’t you?”

“Wrong again! That was my brother, Neuris!”

“Neuris? Where is he?”

“Gone!” Oleric snapped. It was clear he wouldn’t say more, and Garux guessed that Neuris was the one who had sailed to Egypt and poisoned the grain. “Why are you asking all these questions? Who are you?”

“I told you I’m the enemy of those Celts. Their leader, a pompous prick called Maguno, has humiliated me. And he wants to steal my woman.”

Oleric said nothing. He stared at Garux for a while, and then he walked past him toward the gate.

“The Celts know where you are camped,” Garux called after him. “And they are plotting to attack you and get back their horses and gold.”

Oleric froze and turned around. He said nothing, but he stared at Garux with a thoughtful frown. It seemed that he had swallowed Garux’s lie.

“You should attack them first,” Garux said. “You should do it just the way you had attacked them before: at night when they are sleeping. Those numbskulls are camped in a valley behind the new suburbs of the Golden Gate. You can easily storm it from the surrounding hill and make sure they will never plot against you again.”

“How do you know about what happened in Pannonia? And why are you telling me this?”

Garux decided to ignore the first question. “I told you what their leader has done to me. Isn’t that enough for a man to want revenge?” His voice trembled with fury as he recalled the encounter with Maguno.

Oleric must have noticed it, for he nodded. Then he frowned again. “All this smells fishy. How do I know it’s not a trap?”

Garux said, “Come with me and I’ll show you their encampment.”

“Yes, and try to rob me along the way,” Oleric said. Suddenly, he seemed angry. “I’ve wasted enough time with you, beggar. Leave me alone.”

Oleric strode toward the gate, but Garux felt he had convinced him. He followed him around as he visited a food market, and he waited for him in front of a tavern. He wasn’t surprised to later see Oleric pass through the Golden Gate, skirt the suburbs, and look for the valley.

* * *
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GARUX WAITED FOR OLERIC to observe the Celts and leave. Then he walked to the Celtic encampment. The sun was reddening and climbing down toward the hills, and the Celts were chopping wood for night fires and roasting game for dinner.

He descended into the valley. On the fringe of the camp, he jumped over a muddy ravine, a vestige of the spring downpours, and walked a few dozen paces toward the nearest tents. Five or six men were skinning hares that hung from a branch of a Judas tree. They heard him and turned to him, eyeing him with mistrust.

He thought of telling them who he was but decided against it. If he spoke in Gaulish, they would soon figure it out.

“Greetings, brothers!” he said.

They nodded, and mild curiosity replaced the suspicion in their eyes. Although he had been ashamed of his filthy rags and tangled hair, the men didn’t look much better after their march from Gaul and camping here in the hinterlands.

“I wish to speak to Maguno,” Garux said, trying to sound amicable yet firm and authoritative.

The men looked at each other, and one of them pointed to a tent that stood apart from the others, near a fig grove. “Over there.”

“Thanks,” Garux said. “I need to tell the druid something that concerns all of you. You might as well come along.”

He headed for the grove. The trodden grass rustled under the men’s feet as they followed him. One of them called at another group to join them.

As he neared the tent, Garux shouted, “Come out, Maguno!”

The druid crawled out of his tent and stood. His celestial eyes stared at Garux in surprise.

Garux noticed that the bastard had somehow managed to keep his white tunic nearly spotless. Then he realized he could use it to his advantage.

“Look at you, lying in your tent while others are working,” he said, loudly so that everyone in the camp could hear him, his voice ringing with contempt. “The only thing that could stain your garment is the smoke from your ritual fires, huh, druid? And what good have your rites done? Have you prevented the plague? Have you found the Ostrogoths? Huh? And why are you so surprised to see me? Haven’t you divined that I was coming?”

Maguno clenched his fists with fury. Then he forced an indifferent smirk and said, “We have no leftovers here, beggar. Go back to your filthy lair under the bridge.”

A few of the men behind Garux chuckled, and he wanted to jump at Maguno and pummel him with his fists. “You’d better be careful how you speak to me, mortal druid!” he growled.

That caused an agitated murmur among the crowd, and Garux guessed that some of them were starting to realize who he was. That wouldn’t be so hard, especially if they knew about his and Maguno’s encounter in the palace’s back garden. Garux would be surprised if Maguno hadn’t told them.

“My rites and meditations are more important than dinner preparations,” Maguno said, crossing his arms over his chest. Garux thought it was stupid because Maguno was alienating his men by belittling their work. All the better for Garux.

“I have been in ritual talks with my ancestor, Druidess Agira,” Maguno continued. “She didn’t manage to scuttle the doomed Engracia, and when she was discovered, she leaped overboard. Fortunately, the crew of Arvasia’s and Rawena’s ship managed to rescue her. The three women are now pursuing the Engracia together. Alas, the Engracia is getting away. She will land in Constantinople in six or seven days.”

“You need no magic powers to make that calculation,” Garux snapped. “How are you going to prevent the Engracia from landing?”

Maguno shifted his eyes and looked uneasy, and Garux’s heart filled with malicious glee. He glanced over his shoulder at a sea of curious faces. The crowd had grown so much he guessed that all the Celts from the camp had gathered around him.

“I don’t need to be questioned by bums and drunkards,” Maguno snapped. “So you are having a lucid moment, and you are suddenly worried about humanity. That all will change once you sniff out beer.”

The druid’s voice was uncertain, and Garux believed the druid was wrong about his ability to stay sober and focused, so he didn’t bother to retort.

“If we had gold, we could hire a battleship to meet the Engracia,” he said, facing the druid but speaking loudly for the crowd to hear. “You had that gold, Maguno, and you let a bunch of Ostrogoths steal it from you. It will take a real man and a weathered warrior to get the gold back.”

“What are you talking about, drunk?” Maguno snapped.

But Garux felt the druid’s insults no longer had any effect on him.

“I have a plan to get back the riches!” Garux called, turning partly to the crowd. He was sure that most of them had realized who he was. “I convinced the Ostrogoth’s leader, a man called Oleric, that you were about to attack them. And I persuaded him to attack you first.”

The man looked at each other and murmured.

“I’m sure Oleric believed me,” Garux continued. “He was on the hill, observing you, just moments ago. I assume he went back to his camp to tell his men to prepare for another nocturnal raid. I bet they’ll attack tomorrow night.”

“Why would you make the Ostrogoths attack us, you madman?” Maguno snapped.

Garux turned to him and said in a mild, patient voice, as if he were talking to a simpleton, “I told you: to get back your gold.”

The Celts chuckled, this time at Maguno.

“But it’s not worth the danger!” Maguno said. Then he froze and shifted his eyes, and Garux guessed the druid wished he had bitten his tongue.

“You’re a coward, Maguno!” Garux snapped. He turned to the crowd. “In my youth, Celts prided themselves on being fearless. They deemed cowardice the worst trait ever, and they would never stand for a shit-pants, especially if he was their leader. How much have the times changed!”

Garux held his breath and scanned the crowd. For a moment, he thought the men would get angry. But they looked thoughtful and embarrassed.

“Don’t believe a word this drunkard says!” Maguno shrieked to the men. He turned to Garux. “How could you possibly convince Oleric that you were our enemy?”

Garux turned to him and gave him a venomous look. “I told him that their leader had humiliated me and wanted to steal my woman.”

Maguno gasped and said nothing. Garux stared so hard at him that the druid lowered his eyes.

“You were right in that back garden, Maguno,” Garux boomed. “I’m the immortal chief from your legends.” He paused and added, “And I’m taking over!”

Maguno shot him a panicked look and opened his mouth. Not a word came through his tremulous lips, though, and Garux beamed. This surely hurt that pompous prick much more than the hardest punch.

Garux gave him a victorious look and turned to the men. “We have to start preparing for the battle right away. Let’s set up a trap for those bastards. Follow me, brothers. I have a plan!”

Garux turned and walked back toward the ravine which he had crossed on his way to the camp. For a few moments, no sounds came from behind him, and sweat of panic drenched his back. Then he heard the men follow him, and his heart beat a victorious march.
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On the following night, Garux and the Celts waited in ambush for the Ostrogoths. The men shifted restlessly as they lay in the shadows of the moonlit shrubs, and Garux knew that many of them doubted that the Ostrogoths would truly attack. Maguno had been spreading rumors throughout the day that Garux’s conversation with Oleric was either a filthy lie or a drunken delusion.

A spy had returned from the Ostrogothic encampment with a report that the men were cleaning and sharpening their weapons. And yet, many Celts seemed to believe that coward Maguno. Garux worried that, if the Ostrogoths didn’t attack soon, the men would leave their positions and go back to their tents.

As the night advanced, doubts crept into Garux’s mind as well. What if Oleric didn’t believe him? What if he had decided to postpone the attack? Or what if they didn’t attack as he had predicted?

Garux believed that the Ostrogoths would come from the suburbs and climb down the hill that rose from the ravine on the fringe of the encampment. The hill was timbered and gentler than the other hills, which resembled rocky cliffs and offered no cover or secure footing. He had positioned his men along the ravine and the surrounding foothills to meet the attackers. But what if Oleric decided to charge the Celtic camp from the other side, steep and treacherous as the slope was? 

Garux also often wondered whether he was fit to lead his tribe into battle. He had practiced with a borrowed sword throughout the day, but was that enough after centuries of inaction and occasional brawls in the streets of Constantinople? 

A plaintive screech of a cat came from the other side of the valley, and a few dogs barked in the distant suburbs. Then they quieted, and only the crickets sang their nightly chorus. The moon crept toward its zenith.

“This is ridiculous,” a man near him whispered in an impatient voice.

As if in an answer, a stone rolled down the hill. Garux looked up, his heart racing. Dozens of black figures milled around the moonlit hilltop. They were on foot, as he had predicted, for even that slope was too steep for a mounted charge. He looked over his shoulder to the heart of his camp where he had positioned five men around a blazing campfire as a decoy.

The grass rustled above, and more stones came rolling down as the Ostrogoths descended. When they were about halfway down the hill, Garux turned toward the camp, cupped his hands, and hooted like an owl.

That was a signal for the men around the bonfire. One of them got up and peered toward the hill as if he had heard or seen something there. The others followed suit. Then they started running around the deserted camp and yelling into the empty tents to make the Ostrogoths believe they were waking up the Celts who were sleeping there.

A bloodcurdling war cry came from the hill: The Ostrogoths fell for the ruse and started to charge to get to the camp before the Celts could mobilize. But the Celts were already on high alert. And much closer than the Ostrogoths thought.

As the enemy reached the foothill, a young man who was lying beside Garux moved to get up.

Garux grabbed at his arm and pulled him down. “Not yet,” he hissed. “Remember the plan.”

A moment later, the Ostrogothic roar turned into shouts of pain and confusion. Garux grinned when reeds, twigs, and canes snapped under their feet. Oleric couldn’t have seen the ravine when he had observed the Celtic encampment yesterday. And Garux and the Celts had covered it last night so no potential scouts could have seen it either. And now the first Ostrogoths had dashed right inside.

The ravine was neither too wide to trap them all in, nor too deep to kill or maim those who had fallen in. But he guessed it had made the first row of attackers stumble and the second row fall over them. And that it had bewildered everyone else.

Garux would add to their shock.

He clenched an oak club, sprang to his feet, and roared, “Charge!”

As he ran toward the ravine in front of his men, a long-forgotten memory flashed through his mind: he sitting on a warhorse and charging—alongside his betrothed Arvasia—at a Germanic army that had invaded his tribe’s territory. The Celts had lost back then, crushed by the unexpected arrival of enemy reinforcements, but Garux was sure they would win tonight. The Ostrogoths were about equal in numbers, and the Celts had the advantage of surprise—and a plan Garux was quite proud of.

The Celts would squeeze the enemy from all sides like pincers. Those who had been waiting on the far ends of the ravine would attack the flanks, while those on the foothills would surprise the Ostrogoths from the back. Garux and his group would attack from the front.

Garux’s lungs burned before he reached the ravine, and his legs hurt from the unusual exertion. Some men outran him and attacked the nearest enemy, who were just scrambling out of the ravine.

A giant Ostrogoth leaped over the ravine and rushed at Garux, brandishing a sword. He grinned like a fiend when he saw that Garux was only armed with a club. Garux raised the club—and threw a stone he had hidden in his other hand. The stone slammed into the man’s face. The man grunted and swayed.

Garux hoped the man would fall or put his hand to his bleeding nose. But the man only shook his head, making drops of blood fly all around, and he leaped forward and swung his sword. The stone must have dazzled him, though, and he stumbled. Garux parried his sweep and punched the man’s nose.

The man blinked and roared in pain. As he raised his sword, Garux cracked his exposed ribs with the club. The man gasped for air, and Garux spun around and swung the club at his head. As the man grunted and fell, Garux hit his head again. Then he pried the sword out of his stiff grip.

He heard an Ostrogoth shout about two hundred paces to his right. The shouts sounded like orders; the man sounded like Oleric. Garux rushed toward him.

An Ostrogoth barred his way and swung his sword at Garux’s head. Garux raised his sword and parried. The blades clashed a palm’s breadth from his forehead. Had he reacted a moment later, his skull would have been split into two. Shock rattled his soul, and pain exploded in his wrist from the other sword’s impact. And yet, his heart raced with excitement.

He had nearly forgotten the feel of a good sword in his hand. Although he had been a peaceful chieftain, he believed that attack was often the best defense, and now his warrior instincts roared through his veins.

The man leaped back and swung his sword with a downward sweep. The point grazed Garux’s thigh, but Garux brought his sword down on the blade and made the man stumble. Garux swung his sword up, and although he thought he had been too far from the man to hurt him, the man grunted with pain. The moonlight showed that Garux had ripped the skin on his chest and belly. A Celt with a bloodied knife rushed into Garux’s field of view. He looked around for someone to fight. Garux pushed the Ostrogoth toward him and ran to Oleric. He felt blood trickle over his thigh, but exhilaration dulled all pain.

As he glanced about, he realized the Celts had already crushed the enemy. Bleeding Ostrogoths lay everywhere, and most of those who were still on their feet had to fight two Celts at the same time. Garux would have never thought the battle would be so swift. His plan was perfect. His return to power glorious. 

Nobody stood in his way as he reached Oleric. The Ostrogothic captain had just felled a Celt with a slashing blow to the hip. He stood above the Celt and raised his sword for a final blow when Garux jabbed his sword point into his spine.

“Freeze, Oleric!” Garux shouted. “Drop the sword.”

The injured Celt scrambled to his feet. Two more Celts rushed toward them, realizing that Garux had just got the enemy leader.

Oleric cursed and dropped the sword.

“Turn around!” Garux ordered.

Oleric turned toward him, and shock rushed into his eyes when he recognized Garux.

Garux pointed the sword at Oleric’s belly. “I will let you live, and I will spare all the captives. But you must order your men to surrender.”

Oleric glared at him and spat on the ground. “Treacherous dog!”

“Look around, Oleric,” Garux said. “You have lost. Save your miserable life, and the lives of your men.”

Oleric glanced at the pockets of Ostrogoths trying to fence off the overpowering Celts. He opened his mouth but said nothing.

“Come on, Oleric,” Garux said. “You have no chance! Why prolong the massacre?”

Oleric scowled and spat again. Then he raised his head and shouted at his men. One by one, the Ostrogoths stepped away from their opponents. The clashing of blades quieted.

“They surrender!” Garux called, and his warriors picked up the call.

Many Celts cheered, but they kept brandishing their weapons. The Ostrogoths dropped theirs. Most of them wore a look of relief on their sweaty faces.

* * *
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AT DAWN, THE CELTS took the captives to the Ostrogothic encampment. Only ten Celts had died, and a dozen were too badly hurt to accompany the prisoners. The Ostrogoths had lost nearly fifty men. Many others were too injured to walk, and their unscathed comrades had to drag them along.

A few Ostrogoths had stayed behind to guard the camp, and Garux ordered his men to seize their weapons and tie them up along with the others. He searched Oleric’s tent for gold but found only a handful of coins: Neuris had taken most of it for his journey to Egypt. All the horses were still there, though, and Garux decided to sell some of them to hire a battleship and sail against the Engracia.

Having searched Oleric’s tent, he returned to the clearing in the middle of the encampment. Uninjured Ostrogoths sat on the grass with their hands tied behind their backs, their wounded comrades prostrate beside them, and the Celts standing above them.

Maguno stood above Oleric. His white tunic had no stain, which made Garux believe the druid hadn’t fought at all. Garux and Maguno hadn’t exchanged a word since yesterday. Now as Garux approached Oleric, Maguno scowled and turned away.

“Your king Vitiges and the old captain, Neuris, have both disappeared in Egypt,” Garux said to Oleric, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear. “And we will let you free if you swear you’ll disappear as well.”

Maguno turned to Garux and snapped in Latin, “Are you out of your mind, drunkard? Last night, they came to murder us in our sleep, and now you want to free them? How do you know they won’t come back?”

Garux shook his head. “You truly are a coward, Maguno. We have taken their weapons and killed and maimed about half of them. And still you fear them?”

“It’s not about fear!” Maguno boomed, but he shifted his eyes.

Garux smirked, “Are you sure, Maguno?”

The druid crossed his arms over his chest. “You might have some experience with rolling in the dirt and waiting for the enemy in ambush, and that experience came in handy last night. But from now on, leave planning and organization to someone who can think!”

Garux raised his eyebrows. Maguno hadn’t protested when Garux had instructed the Celts on how to prepare for the battle and what to do with the Ostrogoths afterward. Garux had thought that the druid had ceded him the tribe’s leadership. But he was wrong.

“Yes, you can think, Maguno. You can think of how to lie in your tent while others toil. You can think where to hide when others fight. You are the biggest thinker I’ve ever met!”

The Celts chuckled. Garux guessed that most of them were sick of Maguno and his arrogance.

Maguno turned to the Celts. “We will deliver the Ostrogoths to the Roman army, from which they had deserted,” he called. “That way, we will get rid of them and reap a big reward.”

“You’re not only a coward but a greedy, vengeful maggot!” Garux snapped. “The Romans had been worse enemies to the Celts than all the Goths put together. Siding with the Roman army would be betraying all our ancestors who had been raped and massacred over the centuries of the Empire’s campaign of terror.”

The Celts murmured their consent, and Maguno trembled with fury.

Garux turned to Oleric, “Swear that, if we let you free, you will take your men back to Pannonia and never try to seek us again.”

Oleric frowned in thought. Just as he opened his mouth, Maguno screamed, “Wait! What about Pandemia? These bastards are in league with her!”

Garux scowled. He had forgotten that the rat-goddess had surely sent Neuris to Egypt to stab Rawena’s heart. Did Oleric know about that?

Garux turned to Oleric. “When was the last time you saw Pandemia?”

A bewildered look passed over Oleric’s face. “I saw what?”

“Can’t you see he’s bluffing?” Maguno snapped.

“No, he’s not,” Garux said. Over the centuries, he had learned to read faces and recognize liars. “If all the Ostrogoths were in on the conspiracy against Rawena, I would personally kill each and every one of them. But Pandemia surely only confided in Vitiges and Neuris.” He turned back to Oleric. “Do you swear to leave us alone, forget about Vitiges and Neuris, and return to Pannonia?”

Oleric looked him straight into the eyes and said, “I swear.”

Garux took him under the arm and pulled him to his feet. When he untied him, the two men clasped their hands to seal the pact.

“I can’t believe this is happening!” Maguno screamed. “And I don’t believe the Ostrogoths! They can rearm. And summon others. And retaliate!”

Garux ignored him and spoke to the Celts. “Those who are afraid can go and think with Maguno. Those who aren’t, let the Ostrogoths free.”

Pride and satisfaction bloated his heart when, one by one, most Celts pulled the Ostrogoths up and freed their hands. Apart from Maguno, the new generation of his people hadn’t lost any of their legendary courage. And now he was once again in their lead.

Once all the Ostrogoths were free, Garux turned to Oleric. “Go now, and remember your promise, friend.”

Oleric nodded, but he shifted his eyes. Garux hoped he wouldn’t change his mind. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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The day after the battle, Garux sold a dozen horses and hired a discarded dromon, a long, swift warship of fifty oars, and a crew of mercenaries to sail toward the doomed Engracia. And sink her.

On the following day, the dromon left Constantinople, with Garux and a dozen other Celts on board. Most of the tribesmen had volunteered to go, but the ship wasn’t large enough for them all, so Garux picked the best marksmen. Since the Mediterranean teemed with pirates, the crews of many merchant ships had weapons and military training. He wouldn’t be surprised if, as soon as they realized they were under attack, the crewmen of the Engracia shot arrows and made the Celts shoot back.

After long deliberation, Garux took Maguno aboard as well, to keep in touch with Agira and report on new developments. He soon began to regret it.

The two men never spoke unless absolutely necessary, and Garux often saw Maguno glare at him with hatred. The druid claimed he hadn’t been able to communicate with Agira, but Garux suspected he was lying. He couldn’t believe that a personal grudge made Maguno put all humanity at risk.

The druid obviously couldn’t swallow the fact that the man he had, less than a week ago, taunted in the back garden of the palace had ousted him. Also, Maguno fancied Arvasia, and he probably worried what would happen when she saw Garux again. Garux often wondered about the same thing.

He hadn’t had a beer in days, and he had bought a new tunic and trimmed his beard and washed his hair and body in a public bath. As he had taken over the tribe and this mission, she would surely realize he had changed. But would she take him back?

That question haunted him throughout the first day and night, and deep into the second day of their journey. Then, as the sun glared down on him from its zenith while he prowled around the prow, he saw a ship sailing toward them, and his thoughts steered back toward his mission.

They were in the Sea of Marmara, about fifty miles from Constantinople, and he guessed that the Engracia had passed through the Strait of Dardanelles and entered the same sea. Unless they stopped her, she would reach her destination tomorrow. They had spotted many vessels today, but they were either smaller barges from the nearby islands, or giant leviathans sailing from Alexandria. But as the ship grew larger, he saw she was middle-sized, and that she had three large lateen sails. Maguno had said he had seen the doomed Engracia through Agira’s eyes. This ship fit his description.

The Celts also hung around the prow, as usual, Maguno among them. They had also seen the ship and murmured in excitement.

“Is that the Engracia, Maguno?” Garux asked.

Maguno scowled and said nothing, but his eyes shone as he stared at the ship. Then he turned around and rushed away. Garux followed him, guessing that the druid was going to speak to the captain of the mercenaries, a towering Hun whom everybody knew as Titan.

Garux suspected Titan and his men were former pirates. They weren’t the most trustworthy crew milling around the harbor and looking for work, but they were the cheapest—and the only ones who didn’t care why Garux wanted to sink a seemingly innocent merchant ship.

Along the journey, Maguno often talked to Titan and flattered his sailing skills, and they were getting rummy. Garux often worried that Maguno would turn Titan and his men against him. For Garux, this mission couldn’t end soon enough.

Garux found Maguno and Titan on the forecastle. Titan was even taller and more broad-shouldered than Garux, and he made Maguno look like a scrawny kid. His bald head shone in the sun, and his fat cheeks and droopy mustache made him resemble a walrus.

As Garux approached them, he heard Maguno blurt out, “Yes! There’s no doubt about it!”

“Are you saying that ship is the Engracia, druid?” Garux asked.

For a moment, Maguno said nothing, and Garux felt angry blood rushing into his cheeks. When he inhaled to yell at Maguno, the druid smirked and said, “Would I be so excited if it wasn’t the Engracia?” That was typical: whenever he was forced to speak to Garux, he did it in a way to insinuate Garux was stupid.

“Are you sure about it?” Garux asked with a frown.

Maguno’s eyes flashed with fury and hatred. “Are you questioning my powers, former chieftain?”

Garux gave him a long, hard look. “I swear that if it’s the wrong ship, the sharks will have your mean little heart, Maguno.”

Maguno glowered and looked at Titan as if he wanted him to intervene. But Titan peered at the ship, showing no interest in their quarrel.

Maguno spat on the planks and stomped away.

“If that little prick is right, we’d better ram that bitch, yes?” Titan said.

Garux grinned. Titan didn’t seem as fond of Maguno as he had thought, and he recognized Garux as the leader of the mission, although Maguno had been surely trying to disprove it. Most importantly, the mercenary was ready for action.

The dromon had a rostrum, a cast-bronze ramming head, mounted at the waterline under the bowsprit. Titan had promised that his oarsmen could make the dromon go fast enough to puncture a hole in the Engracia’s hull. Garux hoped that Titan would truly succeed where Agira had failed.

“Yes, let’s sink her, my friend,” Garux told him, patting Titan’s massive shoulder.

Titan let the Engracia sail a little closer, and then he ordered his men to furl the sail: the dromon would be more manageable with oars only. Titan disappeared underdeck and Garux heard him holler orders to the oarsmen. A lookout kept shouting from the crow’s nest by the mast. Although he shouted in Hunnish, Garux guessed he was giving Titan updates on the Engracia’s position.

The dromon changed course, as if to give the Engracia a wider breadth. Then it turned toward her. As the Engracia got within four or five hundred yards, close enough for Garux to see the eyes of the people on board, the oarsmen increased their speed, driving the dromon forward.

Drumming came from under the deck to mark the oarsmen’s rhythm. The cadence became faster and faster. Titan shouted on the lower deck like a demon in the inferno. The yelling of the lookout grew hysterical.

The breeze blew from the port side, and the Engracia’s sails fluttered ineffectively. The dromon’s speed was furious. The timing was perfect.

Garux looked over the rail at the rostrum, which made him think of the head of a swordfish. As the dromon bobbed, the rostrum occasionally poked out of the water to gleam in the sunlight. It was twice the length of his arm.

The Engracia’s crew must have noticed the danger, for they rushed to the rigging and pulled on the ropes to turn the sails windward. The Engracia began to shift, but it was clear she would not get away. The rostrum was closer and closer to the Engracia’s hull.

Garux rushed to the prow to watch the ramming along with his men, who were grasping the rail and cheering.

“We’re going to get her, we’re going to get her!” Garux shouted, and the Celts yelled with thrill as if they were possessed.

Then Maguno screeched in a panicked voice, “They’re going to shoot us!”

Indeed, the men on the Engracia nocked their arrows.

“Hide!” Maguno screeched.

“No!” Garux boomed. “We must counterattack to protect the lookout! Go get the bows and arrows.” He berated himself for not having the bows near and nocked. Had all the beer he had drunk over the years eaten away his mind?

Three Celts rushed to the lower deck to fetch the weapons.

To Garux’s surprise, Maguno blurted, “I’ll help them, chieftain!” and ran after them.

A volley of arrows flew from the Engracia. The ships were still too far apart, and most arrows plunged into the sea like flying fish. A few of them bit into the hull, and one landed at Garux’s feet and slid past him on the wet planks.

The three Celts returned with armfuls of bows and arrows, which they distributed among the tribesmen. Maguno never came back.

Garux took a bow, slung a quiver over his shoulder, and nocked the first arrow. He glanced around. His men were doing the same.

Something swished past his ear, and his first thought was that a seagull had flown too close by. Then he realized he had nearly been hit by an arrow.

“Take cover!” he shouted as he crouched by the bulwark. “Shoot over the rail!”

The oars splashed into the sea relentlessly, and the Engracia grew larger and larger. About half of her crew seemed to shoot at the lookout, their arrows flying over the Celts’ heads toward the mast. The other half shot at the Celts.

Garux gasped when an arrow bit into the rail in front of his face and a splinter grazed his earlobe. Had the archer aimed a little higher, the arrow would have bored into Garux’s forehead. He forced himself to breathe normally and shoot at a steady pace. He hadn’t held a bow for centuries, though, and he feared he was just wasting arrows. He saw that many of his men were luckier, as many of the crew at the Engracia had fallen.

The Engracia had turned away from the dromon, and a gust of wind stretched her sails. But the dromon was only a few yards behind her. The Engracia’s crew screamed and rushed for cover.

“Brace yourselves,” the dromon’s lookout yelled in Latin as he hastily climbed down the mast. Panic and exhilaration rang through his voice.

Garux dropped the bow, hugged the rail, and closed his eyes, gritting his teeth so the impact wouldn’t make him bite his tongue.

A tremendous explosion rattled his bones and drilled into his ears. His feet became airborne. Seawater drenched him, and for a moment, he thought the collision had thrown him overboard. Then his feet and knees hit the planks. 

He blinked the water from his eyes and realized he was still on the prow, clinging to the rail, and that it was a wave that had drenched him. Pain seared through his shoulder, and he guessed he had rammed it into the bulwark.

The dromon’s prow had lifted so much he had to hold on to the rail so he wouldn’t slide toward the forecastle. Around him, his men grunted and cursed.

The bottom of the Engracia’s hull was just in front of his eyes. It had tilted sideways so much he guessed that most of the crew had plummeted overboard. The rostrum must have bored deep into the Engracia’s hull, letting in masses of seawater. The ships swayed madly like drunken dancers. Garux hoped that the Engracia would rip apart. But she seemed to hold.

The dromon moved backward: Titan must have ordered the oarsmen to press against the oars to reverse. The Engracia settled back in the sea, groaning as the rostrum slid out of her hull. As the dromon backed away from her, a large hole appeared in the Engracia’s planking.

Seawater was rushing in, and Garux guessed it was already flooding the hold and the pestilential wheat. He hoped that soon, the ship would sink to the bottom and the sea would swallow the danger of the pandemic.

The Celts around him whooped and cheered as they watched the Engracia. While he also felt victorious, he felt sorry for the Engracia’s crewmen, who were just innocent merchants and sailors. He would have loved to rescue them, but they might have already been tainted with the plague. They had to sink with their ship, perish so millions of others could live on.

Although he thought the Engracia’s crewmen would be now drowning, he saw that some of them had managed to stay on board, and that they were already pulling up those who had fallen into the sea. Titan’s oarsmen stopped rowing, and the dromon bobbed on the sea, facing the Engracia like a beast waiting for its prey to die.

Titan approached Garux with a large grin on his face. “We got that bitch, yes?”

“You did well, Titan!” Garux replied.

Titan peered at the Engracia. Gradually, his grin waned. “That bitch is listing to port—but I don’t think she’s going to sink. At least not fast enough. She might make it to the nearest beach or harbor.”

Garux cursed. The Sea of Marmara was narrow and dotted with islands. Although he saw nothing but the sea, the nearest shore might be within the Engracia’s reach.

The Engracia’s deck resembled a flat, tilted anthill. The crew was now complete, and drenched figures rushed around, working the rigging and manning the rudder. They turned around, their backs to Constantinople. The wind blew into the three sails.

“They’re getting away!” Garux screamed in panic. “We must pursue her and prevent her from landing. We must ram her again.”

Titan shook his head. “Impossible. Just go underdeck and look at the oarsmen, sweating and panting, and lying over their oars in exhaustion. They need to rest for at least half an hour.”

“But she’ll get away!”

“And what do you want me to do with it?” Titan boomed. Then he took a deep breath and said, “I’ll unfurl the sail and go after her. But we have probably lost.”

Titan left, and Garux stared at the Engracia in dismay. A moment ago, he had thought that they had won. But now, the Engracia was gaining speed and might reach the nearest shore. What would he do then?

If the Engracia landed on a desert beach, they could still attack her. But the crew was armed, and Garux doubted that Titan and his men would be willing to risk their lives in a hand-to-hand battle, and the Celts were too few to fight all the Engracia’s crewmen by themselves. And if the Engracia managed to reach a harbor, the crew would alert the police, and the Celts would be arrested as soon as they landed.

Could it be that they had lost?

The sail got unfurled, and the dromon picked up speed. But the Engracia was much faster. About a dozen men lined the Engracia’s stern, bows and arrows in their hands in preparation for another attack. But they had nothing to fear: the dromon was falling far behind.

Garux scowled when he saw Maguno walk toward the prow. He wanted to snap at him for hiding while the other Celts were protecting the lookout, but something in Maguno’s eyes stopped him.

Maguno stared at the horizon and beyond the Engracia. Garux followed his gaze and noted a small dot.

Maguno said, “That’s Agira’s and Arvasia’s galley.” He turned to Garux with a sneer. “They will see you fail, former chieftain.” 
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Agira, Arvasia, and Rawena had convinced Demas to keep sailing toward Constantinople, but they had lost hope they would catch up with the Engracia before she reached the city. And suddenly, she was sailing toward them, tilted, and with a dromon in pursuit.

The women stood on the prow, as usual, and Arvasia exclaimed, “That’s the Engracia!”

“Yes,” Agira said. “And behind her is Garux’s ship. They must have rammed the Engracia, and she’s filling with water.”

Arvasia beamed with pride, and Agira had to smile despite the tension. The druidess had divined that Garux had taken over the mission, and she had told Arvasia. Since then, Arvasia’s eyes had shone with admiration, and Agira guessed she still loved Garux, deep down in her ancient heart, and that their meeting in Constantinople had ignited a cooling spark, which grew into a flame after the revelation of Garux’s subsequent actions. The druidess wondered whether Garux and Arvasia would find their way back to each other once the crisis was over.

Rawena hissed in pain just beside her and interrupted her thoughts. When she glanced at her, Agira saw she had ripped the scabs on her forearm.

While Agira pitied that troubled soul and admired her for her determination to help them thwart the plague, the druidess still couldn’t get used to the idea of Rawena being their ally and sailing on their ship. Although she had never mentioned it to Arvasia, she would have been much happier if Rawena had been beheaded.

“What’s wrong, Rawena?” Agira asked as she saw a panicked look in Rawena’s eyes.

“It looks like Garux’s dromon is falling far behind,” Rawena said. “And the Engracia is tilting, but she might not sink, at least not fast enough. She might get away and land.”

Agira observed the ships and realized that Rawena was right. “There’s no land in sight but, going downwind, the Engracia might make it to the nearest shore before nightfall. I crap on her big, damned sails!”

“The sacks of wheat must be swimming in seawater,” Arvasia said. “Will it destroy the pestilence, druidess?”

Agira shook her head. “I don’t think so, Arvasia. If the Engracia lands, the crew might still salvage the wheat, or the rats might get it and spread the plague afterward. The Engracia must be sunk. That’s the only way.”

Rawena turned to Captain Demas, who was always near. “We must row toward the Engracia and attack her.”

Demas gasped and opened his eyes wide in surprise. Then he laughed. “Damn, lady! Does my galley look like a warship? Do I look like a damned soldier? Or a pirate? Have you seen a ramming head under my bowsprit? Holy ghost! You must be mad!”

“Then we must at least block her so the dromon can get closer,” Agira said, although she knew that Demas would refuse.

“We must prevent her from landing!” Arvasia added.

Demas ran his hand over his face. “I would never think that I would say no to three gorgeous women. But the answer is, a big, fat, round no!”

Agira scowled and murmured in Gaulish, “I crap on that cowardly worm.” But she knew she couldn’t blame Demas. He was just a merchant, and he had never learned the truth about the pandemic, nor would he have believed or understood if they had tried to explain it to him. She had seen a few bows and a pile of arrows in the hold of his galley, but she doubted his crew had ever used them. What were they going to do now?

“We don’t want you to attack it,” she said. “But we need to steer toward her to get within an arrow shot. If we shoot at them, they might get confused and turn back toward the dromon.”

She didn’t really believe in that strategy. But she was desperate enough to try anything.

“Just look at the crew of the Engracia,” Arvasia added. “The ship is sinking, and they are scooping out water, and manning the sails and the rudder to get to the nearest shore. They are on the lookout for the dromon, and if we attack them, they would get so confused they might not even counterattack.”

Agira thought that argument was weak. Demas had to think the same, for he crossed his arms over his chest and said, “I’m not putting my crew at risk.” His voice was uncharacteristically icy. “This silly pursuit has gone on for too long. I should have never taken you three aboard! I should have never agreed to sail past Crete. I’m ordering my men to turn around and head back for Egypt!”

This is it, Agira thought. We have been so close. And we have lost.

She twitched when Rawena wailed and burst into tears. She watched in disbelief as Rawena stumbled toward Demas, fell to her knees, and clenched his hips.

“Oh, please, help us!” she implored, lifting her teary eyes to his.

Demas gasped when her chin brushed against his crotch as she tilted her head to him. Agira guessed it had stirred up a storm in his loins. But Rawena had probably not even noticed that.

“There will be no risk to you or your crew!” Rawena exclaimed. “You can hide under the deck and instruct your oarsmen as we shoot at the Engracia. The lives of innocent citizens are in your hands! Don’t crumple them and throw them overboard!”

For a while, Demas only watched Rawena with his eyes bulging from their sockets. Then he said, “Well, all right.”

Rawena lowered her head and sighed in relief. Then she stood and said, “Oh, thank you, captain!”

Demas frowned and asked, “But, lady, what do you think you’ll achieve? A few arrows aren’t going to stop the ship.”

Rawena wiped her tears, smiled, and said, “I have an idea.”

* * *
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GARUX STOOD ON THE prow, along with Titan and Maguno and the other Celts. At first, it seemed that the Engracia would sail past the galley and keep heading toward the nearest island. Then the Engracia changed course, turning ninety degrees as if to get away from both the dromon and the galley.

His heart raced when he saw fire spring up on its mainsail. The women were shooting flaming arrows.

The Engracia turned, exposing her starboard to the dromon’s ram. The wind blew to her port side and she lost speed. She tilted more and more as the hull filled with seawater. The dromon was sailing straight toward her and Garux guessed that Titan’s oarsmen had now had enough rest. It was time to ram the Engracia again.

He turned to Titan and said, “Let’s finish her off, my friend.”

Titan was about to reply when Maguno jumped in. “It’s too dangerous!” he shouted. “We’re now within their arrow shot! What if they also start shooting flaming arrows? They could set this damned ship on fire and fry us alive!”

“Oh, shut up!” Garux boomed. “I wonder if you really are such a coward or if you’re saying this to spite me. I guess it’s a bit of both.”

A momentary smirk loosened Maguno’s taut face, and Garux heard himself growl deep in his throat. 

With an effort, Garux turned back to Titan—and was dismayed to see him frown with worry.

“I’ve heard of ships burning to ashes even at sea,” Titan said. “Look around you: the ship is made of wood, the seams are caulked with tar, and the ropes are greased with fat. Besides, you paid me for only one ramming. The first ramming was relatively safe, as they had no idea what was going on until we were close. Now they are watching. And Maguno is right: they might well adopt the idea of using flaming arrows.”

Garux knew this was a common problem with mercenaries. They would fight for whoever paid them, but only half-heartedly and without risking their lives. Garux sensed that Titan was braver than most, but he was unnerved by Maguno’s babbling.

“I have no more money on me, Garux said. But when we land, I will pay you more.”

“Do you mean, if we land?” Maguno said. “Only if we turn back now will we have a fair chance of landing in Constantinople.”

Garux turned to him and growled, “I swear that if you don’t shut up, I will murder you for treason and cowardice.”

“You have no right!” Maguno snapped, but he stepped backward and looked uncertain.

Garux glanced at the Engracia. She had tilted some more, and parts of her deck were on fire.

“Just look at them, Titan,” he said. “The crew don’t know whether to scoop out water or extinguish the fires. And they have nowhere to turn. They have no time to attack.”

Titan frowned and said nothing.

“The women are still shooting at them,” Garux said. “They have more balls than you.”

“Or more brains!” Maguno jeered.

Garux turned to him and stepped forward to punch him, and Maguno scurried away.

Titan started after the druid and then he glanced at Garux. His eyes swam in uncertainty.

* * *
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CAPTAIN DEMAS AND HIS crew stayed underdeck as the women kept shooting flaming arrows at the Engracia. Rawena had told them she had seen this technique in Greece, and she had instructed them to dip the points of all the arrows in tar to set them on fire just before nocking them. As Arvasia shot another arrow, squinting so no sparks flew into her eyes, she felt proud of her sister’s wit and bravery.

Arvasia knew that Agira resented her for not beheading Rawena when she’d had the chance. But without Rawena, the Engracia would have sailed out of their grasp, and everything would be lost. Like this, there was still a chance.

The Engracia’s masts and sails were on fire, and smoke covered the sky. Arvasia couldn’t believe how fast it burned. The Engracia’s crew were running around scooping out water and throwing it onto the fire. A few men tried shooting back at the women, but the ship had tilted so much they had to hold on to the rail to keep their balance, and their shots went way off.

And yet, the Engracia kept struggling forward, at about the same speed as the pursuing dromon. The wind fed the fire, but most of the sail was still intact, and the Engracia sailed on.

Arvasia wondered how it would all end. Would the Engracia manage to land, after all? When she shot another arrow, she realized that the Engracia had gone too far from them. The oarsmen were still rowing on the deck below her, but as the galley went against the wind, the Engracia seemed to be about to get away, after all.

Agira shot an arrow, but it landed in the water. So did Rawena’s.

The dromon was going at full sail, but the oars were still sticking horizontally from narrow openings in the lower deck.

“Why aren’t they rowing, damn it?” Agira asked. “The captain must be hesitating to attack again. I crap on that worm!”

Arvasia saw a ship passing by, most likely on her way to Constantinople. It sailed less than half a mile away, and the crew was staring at the other ships, and Arvasia feared they would turn for the nearest port and alert the authorities. But the ship went on.

Feeling that she had to do something, Arvasia was about to light another arrow and try to shoot at the Engracia. 

Then Rawena pointed at the dromon. “The oars!”

Arvasia inhaled with excitement when she saw that the oars were moving and the dromon was picking up speed, leveling up with the Engracia and turning. She noticed a rostrum mounted below the bowsprit. It was aimed aggressively at the middle of the Engracia’s portside.

Panicked screams came from the Engracia as the crewmen realized what was about to happen. But the fire had now devoured most of the sail, and they couldn’t get away. The dromon was going faster yet, the oars dipping into the sea and lifting like crazed wings. The dromon disappeared behind the Engracia. The next moment, a boom reached Arvasia’s ears.

In disbelief, she watched as the Engracia ripped apart as if hacked with a giant yet invisible battleax. The two halves began to sink immediately, and the sea spumed and heaved. The dromon bobbed so much she thought it would capsize. A ripple shook Demas’s galley and made her sway.

As the sea calmed and the dromon stopped bobbing, a victorious roar came from its upper deck. She saw figures on the prow and wondered whether Garux was among them. The cheering made her realize that everything was finally over. The sacks would sink along with the ship.

“We have won!” Rawena exclaimed, grinning and with tears in her eyes. “We have won!”

Agira turned to her and said, “Yes we have.” After a short hesitation, she grinned and said, “Thanks to you, Rawena.”

The cheering from the dromon’s deck made Arvasia want to cheer along, but suddenly she felt out of breath.

“I can’t believe it,” she whispered. “I can’t believe it’s finally over.”

“But it is, dear!” Agira said with a grin, and she pulled Arvasia into a hug.

Tears of happiness sprang into Arvasia’s ears. “Thank the gods.”

Agira patted her back and then, to Arvasia’s surprise, she pulled Rawena into a hug as well.

Arvasia’s feeling of happiness soared. Agira and Rawena had reconciled, after five hundred years. And the plague had been thwarted. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Rawena had often lain awake at night, clawing at her forearm as she imagined a world covered with corpses. Now when the danger had passed, relief made her sway as if the galley had entered turbulent waters. Then she saw the bodies floating around the Engracia’s wreck, and pain soured her elation.

Some crewmen survived the impact, and they thrashed in the sea and held onto broken planks and even to the corpses of their comrades. Most of them probably didn’t know how to swim. And even if they did, there was no land—or a friendly ship—in sight.

“Cannot we rescue them?” Rawena asked Agira, but she feared she already knew the answer. 

Agira shook her head. “We cannot. They might have eaten from the poisoned wheat. Besides, the ship might have had rats, and the rats might have eaten some of the wheat, and they might have bitten and infected the sailors. The risk is too large. We must let them drown.”

Rawena thought she would weep. Taking a deep breath, she whispered, “I understand.”

Arvasia shook her head. “We have won. But the victory is tainted.”

Agira said, “You have a good heart, both of you. Please don’t think I’m heartless.”

Rawena didn’t think so, but she knew Agira was stern and that she would do anything to prevent the plague. Anything ...

That thought made Rawena panic. The danger was over, and they didn’t need Rawena’s help anymore. But humanity was still at risk because she was still alive. If they beheaded her, Pandemia—who had to be furious that Rawena had helped the Celts destroy the grain—would surely trap her as an eternal rat in the swamp. That notion brought tears to her eyes. A sudden fear of the women made her step back.

Arvasia noticed it and asked, “What is it, Rawena?”

“Please, don’t destroy me,” she exclaimed, fresh tears rushing down her cheeks. “The plague is contained and you don’t need me as an ally, but please don’t condemn me to eternity with that dreadful Pandemia. What are the chances I would fall for another Vitiges and let—”

A loud sob stole her breath, and Rawena could say no more. Tears blinded her, and the sunlit sea looked like an enormous pane of broken glass.

Then Arvasia put her hand on her shoulder. She blinked away her tears and saw that Arvasia’s eyelashes were also wet.

“Don’t worry, sister,” Arvasia said. “I’m grateful for your help. And I have no intention to destroy you.”

Rawena smiled, sniveled, and kissed Arvasia’s cheek. Then they both turned to the druidess.

At first, Agira said nothing, and Rawena felt anxiety hollow a pit in her stomach. Garux’s dromon was getting closer, and the shouts of the jubilant Celts came loud on a gust of wind.

Agira frowned in thought as she said, “We have nothing to gain by destroying you now. We would only condemn you to eons of suffering, and Pandemia would probably find another victim to spread the plagues for her. I am sure you’ll be very careful in the future, and not let any worm of a man get too close to you.”

Rawena exhaled with relief. “Thank you, druidess. Thank you, my sister. My life will be sad and lonely. But it’s preferable to eternity in the swamp.”

She turned toward the approaching dromon, and new fear clenched her heart. “What about them, though?” she asked, pointing to the dromon. “I’m sure they’ll want to destroy me. You cannot protect me from all of them, and I don’t want to cause bad blood in the tribe.”

Agira and Arvasia looked at each other as if they searched for answers in each other’s eyes. It was rare to see the druidess perplexed. But now she was.

Demas came to them and said, “I will miss your dear company, my ladies, but I am turning back toward Crete and Egypt. I guess you’ll want to board the dromon and return to Constantinople? I’ll tell the skipper to take you to the dromon in a boat.”

Rawena saw her chance to get far away from Garux and the Celts. “I’m not going, Captain Demas. I would like to sail with you back to Egypt.”

Demas raised his eyebrows in surprise, but then he grinned. “Well, why not, why not? Losing all three of you at the same time would be too hard on old Captain Demas, anyway. You are welcome to stay, lady.” He turned to Agira and Arvasia. “You two, please get ready.”

Demas left, and Arvasia turned to Rawena. “Are you sure about this?”

Rawena nodded. “I am sure. I fear Garux and the Celts.”

Arvasia rubbed her forehead. “I don’t think you need to fear ...” she whispered, but her voice trailed away.

“I think it’s the right decision,” Agira said. “Arvasia is the chieftess, and she could ban the tribesmen from hurting you. Some of them might do it on the sly, though, and what if they accidentally stabbed your heart?”

That notion made Rawena shudder.

By starboard, the boat splashed into the sea.

“Beautiful ladies?” Demas called. “Come on! The boat is ready!”

Arvasia reached for the magical pouch she had at her belt, looked around, and untied it. She looked at Agira who, after a short hesitation, gave a slight nod.

“Cup your hands, sister,” Arvasia said. “You need something to start your new life.”

Rawena hesitated, but Agira said. “Take it, Rawena. It will give you independence. And independence will give you safety.”

“Thank you both.” Rawena cupped her hands and let Arvasia fill them with gold. The generosity brought tears into her eyes.

“Beautiful ladies!”

The sisters hugged, and Rawena pressed Arvasia to her, breathing hard so she wouldn’t sob. Her eyes stung as if she had plunged her head into the sea. When she let go of Arvasia, Rawena turned to Agira to hug her as well. But the druidess only nodded and said, “Good luck to you, Rawena. I like you, but I hope we will never meet again.”

The druidess led Arvasia to the ship’s starboard. Watching them being lowered onto the boat, Rawena already felt lonely.

“Farewell,” she called as the women took seats in the wobbling boat. “And thank you for everything!”

The women called goodbyes, and the skipper dipped the oars into the sea. Rawena’s eyes followed them and then glanced up at the dromon. A group of men lined the rail and watched the boat. They mostly had the checkered tunics and trousers of Celts. She thought she spotted Garux among them, and for a moment, she thought he would recognize her and shoot her. But he stood still, shielding his eyes against the setting sun and watching the approaching boat. She remembered that she had loved him once, enough to stab herself in the heart when she had realized he loved Arvasia. It seemed more like a fairytale than an actual memory.

“Farewell, sister!” Arvasia called, and Rawena hoped that Garux wouldn’t hear her. Then the oars below her splashed into the sea, and the galley began to turn around to return home. The western wind stretched out the sail, and the ship floated toward the Strait of Dardanelles.

Rawena crossed the deck to the port side to take one more look at the boat. Her eyes stung as she wondered whether she would see her little sister again.

* * *
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THE EVENTS OF THE DAY had plunged Arvasia’s mind into turmoil. Although she had been elated they had thwarted the plague, she mourned for the innocent sailors, who were already floating away on the currents.

As the boat left the galley behind, she thought she would miss her sister—but that she shouldn’t have let her live. And as they neared the dromon and she recognized Garux, she wondered what he would have to say about that.

Arvasia had let her feelings put the whole human race into continuous jeopardy, and one day, she might live to regret it. She should have ended it all. Or stayed with Rawena forever to protect her. 

The last thought nearly made her tell the skipper to turn around and take her back to Demas’s galley. But the boat had already leveled up with the dromon, and the Celts were calling greetings and lowering two rope ladders. She saw Garux peering at her over the rail, and the intense look in his eyes scattered her thoughts.  

How would it be to share the relatively small dromon on the way back to Constantinople? Would they part once they had landed?

Arvasia said goodbye to the skipper, gave him a golden coin, and climbed up the ladder. Agira climbed beside her.

As Arvasia reached the top of the bulwark, Maguno stepped forward to help her climb over the rail. But Garux rammed him with his shoulder, making him stagger sideways, and snapped, “Help your druidess!”

Maguno regained his balance and glared at Garux, breathing hard with fury. Garux glared back, and Arvasia realized they hated each other. Garux clenched his fists, and Maguno scowled and turned toward Agira.

Arvasia’s pulse quickened as Garux took her by her waist and lowered her onto the deck. He was as strong as he had always been, and a tingle of excitement scurried through her body at his touch. His hair was still tangled, but not as filthy, and he had trimmed his beard and changed his tunic.

“It’s good to see you again, Arvasia,” he said, his smile both awkward and excited as if he were a shy young lover.

Suddenly, Arvasia didn’t know what to say. “I’m ... I’m glad, too, Garux.”

Holding onto Maguno’s hand, Agira climbed over the rail and stood beside them. “Good it is to meet in person, Druid Maguno,” she said, somewhat coldly.

Then she smiled and pulled Garux into a hug. “And I’m happy you came to your senses, you rascal!”

“I’m sorry I let you down at first,” Garux said, his eyes gliding from Agira to the planks and then up to Arvasia. Then he glanced at the departing galley and said, “But—wasn’t Rawena sailing ...? Where is she?”

Garux gave Arvasia a quizzing look, and so did Maguno. As they stood side by side, she couldn’t help but compare them, despite her sudden uneasiness. Although they had similar hair and beards, Garux was almost a head taller and muscular, while Maguno looked more like a thinker than a warrior, with his slim shoulders, piercing eyes, and bulging forehead. She guessed that Garux would get angry while the druid might understand her motives. 

Arvasia rubbed her forehead and said, “The thing is ... I let her go.”

“Let her go?” Garux asked. His eyes glided toward Agira, who nodded.

Arvasia said, “Since she has helped us contain the plague, I thought she deserved to be let free. She’s no longer a threat. And I’m sure she will be careful not to let Pandemia’s allies trick her again.”

Garux stared at the departing galley, and then he looked around the deck as if he wanted to find the captain and tell him to pursue her. He breathed hard as he rubbed the nape of his neck and looked back at Arvasia.

“I’m not sure it was the best thing to do,” he said. She could tell he had to force himself to sound calm.

Maguno turned to him and snapped, “Are you questioning the decisions of the chieftess?”

Garux growled in his throat and shot him a glare that brimmed with rage. Arvasia doubted they could become such bitter enemies over the group’s leadership. Did they hate each other because ... of her?

“Arvasia and I can manage without your meddling, you dog!” Garux roared. “You should be glad I haven’t thrown you overboard for treason and cowardice. If you had any balls, I would hang you by them to the top of the mast and let you swing there until we get back to Constantinople.”

Maguno turned crimson and opened his mouth to reply when Agira snapped, “That’s enough, you damned roosters!”

Maguno cleared his throat and looked embarrassed. Garux still pierced him with his eyes. The other Celts stood around them, watching in silence.

“We don’t have time for this,” Agira said.

She looked troubled, and Arvasia guessed it wasn’t just the men’s animosity that vexed her. What was she going to tell them?

“What is done is done,” Agira said. “Had we beheaded poor Rawena, we would have condemned her to an eternity of anguish in the swamp, but it would never deter Pandemia from plotting against humanity. Besides, we have another thing to worry about.”

Everyone from the tribe stepped closer to listen. Maguno must have told them about Agira and her powers, and they stared at her in reverence. They had been used to immortality because of Arvasia, but having two immortals and a returning soul on the same ship must have awed them.

Around them, the rigging groaned and creaked. The waves splashed against the hull, and the wind made the sail rustle. The mercenaries ran around and shouted as they steered the dromon toward Constantinople. But time seemed to have stopped on the prow.

Agira frowned and stared into oblivion.

Everyone waited for her to speak, but Maguno blurted out, “What is it, Agira?”

Agira twitched, jerked her head toward him, and gave him a sharp look. “If you want to be a powerful and respected druid, you need to learn patience. And you shouldn’t interrupt other people’s thoughts.”

Maguno turned crimson and took a deep breath, and Arvasia thought that his pride and arrogance would make him retort. But he looked aside and murmured, “I apologize, druidess.”

Garux smirked at Maguno and beamed at Agira, happy about Maguno’s humiliation. Arvasia thought it was immature, especially for a man who was much older than the trees that had been used to build this ship. She still could not understand men. And she thought it was easier to stay away from them than trying to figure them out.

Agira said, “Pandemia let us destroy the ship and the pestilential wheat without her usual meddling. And that’s very strange, don’t you think?”

Arvasia nodded. Now that Agira had mentioned it, she realized she had, in the back of her mind, fretted about Pandemia’s intervention.

“I really wonder why the squeaky rat-whore gave up so easily,” Agira said. “And I would love to find out what she is up to. She must be in her swamp, though, and my mind could never penetrate its murkiness.”

“Mine can’t either—yet,” Maguno said, but everyone ignored him.

“Perhaps she cannot intervene because we’re at high sea, and she can’t reach us?” Arvasia said.

“I would like to think that, Arvasia,” Agira said. “But I feel that her power has grown over the centuries, enough to scurry and meddle wherever she pleases. I really wonder what’s going on. What if the rat-whore has some backup plan to spread the pandemic?” 

Everyone was quiet, each with their worries and suspicions. The oarsmen began to row, and the rhythmic drumming from underdeck disturbed the silence. Arvasia knew that Agira’s question would haunt her every wakeful moment and shake her up from her sleep.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Two days later, the dromon landed in Constantinople. Garux said goodbye to Titan and the mercenaries, and he walked up the quay, Agira and Arvasia beside him, and the Celts close behind. They reached the end of the quay, where bored old men and hungry cats, seagulls, and cormorants ogled fishers who were disentangling fish from their dripping nets. Then they headed for the exit. 

As they passed a customs building, Agira stopped and swayed. When he looked at her, her eyes clouded as if she were lost in a vision. Garux wondered what was happening. 

As her eyes cleared, Agira said, “We’re walking into a trap.” 

Arvasia raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean, druidess?” 

“I feel that the imperial police or guards got wind of what we had done to the crew of the Engracia. They might want to question us. Or arrest us.”

“I’ve just had the same premonition!” exclaimed Maguno, who had walked a step behind them. 

Garux scoffed. 

Arvasia asked, “Do you remember the ship that passed us while we were shooting the flaming arrows at the Engracia, and the dromon was about to ram her for the second time? The ship was almost surely heading for Constantinople. They probably think we are pirates. And they might have reported us to the authorities.”

Agira nodded. “That must be it.” 

Garux cursed and looked around, but he saw nothing suspicious. Where was the rest of the tribe, though? Before he had embarked with Titan, he had instructed the Celts who wouldn’t be sailing with them to stay in the port and prevent the Engracia from landing in case Titan couldn’t sink her. He hoped they were near, and that they would help them fight the police if necessary. 

Remembering Titan, Garux wondered whether he should rush back to the dromon and promise him heaps of Epona’s gold to fight alongside with them. 

Then Agira clasped his forearm and pointed to a large group of men rushing toward them. “Look!”

“That’s our tribesmen!” Arvasia exclaimed.

Garux was relieved to realize it really was the Celts who had stayed behind. They greeted Garux and Arvasia, ogled Agira, and asked about the Engracia.

Maguno announced in a self-important voice, “We sank her!”

You sank her? Garux thought, feeling anger and hatred build inside him.

The Celts cheered, but quietly, and they looked around.

“Is something wrong?” Garux asked.

“We smell trouble,” the nearest man replied.

Although Garux expected him to say that the police were mobilizing, he said, “We have seen Oleric and his damned Ostrogoths hanging around the port, and I think they’ve been spying on us. There are only two exits from the port, and one of them is now blocked with wagons. It’s strange.”

Maguno spat at Garux, “I told you so, you drunk madman! I told you it was stupid to let the Ostrogoths free. I told you we should have handed them over to the Romans. They are traitors! I can’t believe you’re such a numbskull!”

Garux clenched his hands into fists and stepped toward the druid. Maguno cowered and stepped back.

“Stop it!” Agira roared. “How do you know the Ostrogoths want to betray us? Why would they block the exit, today of all days, if they didn’t know we were coming?”

Maguno said, “Maybe Pandemia told them.”

Garux wondered whether it could be so when someone called in Gaulish, “The police!”

Garux straightened his back and craned his neck to look over the heads of the other Celts. Many of them were as tall as he was, though, and so he climbed a pile of nets. He saw rows of men in helmets and breastplates, brandishing swords and closing in on the Celts from all sides. 

They had been hiding behind every building. There were dozens of them, pouring from around every corner, and they probably outnumbered the Celts. And the Celts had no armor.

As the policemen got closer, Garux heard them shout, “You’re surrounded! In the name of the emperor! Lay down your weapons!”

The Celts roared and did the opposite, but Garux feared they would lose. It surely was the police who had blocked the exit. And they were not letting the Celts out.

Garux looked toward the dromon, but the police were everywhere, and before he could even reach Titan and try to convince him to help him, the police could massacre half of the tribe. 

The police already crossed blades with the Celts on the fringes. Garux was about to join the fight when he saw another group of fighters rushing into the melee.

Now we are truly lost, Garux thought when he realized it was the Ostrogoths. Oleric and his men must have been lurking around, and now they would take advantage of the Celts’ distress to attack them and get back at them for the lost battle. Since the Celts had taken their weapons, most of the Ostrogoths brandished clubs, but some of them had axes and maces they must have stolen from serfs and farmers.

“That wimp was right,” Garux murmured, recalling Maguno’s words. “I really am a numbskull.”

He glanced around, looking for Arvasia, but he couldn’t see her. Guessing that she was already fighting, he muttered a short prayer for her safety, leaped off the net, and pushed his way toward the action. He only had a dagger, and as he drew it, he hoped he would soon overcome a policeman and take his sword.

The Celts and the police blended into a grunting and slashing knot. Garux saw an officer slash his sword at a Celt and bury it deep into the Celt’s side. As the Celt began to fall, he grabbed onto the collar of the officer’s breastplate and dragged him down along with him. The Celt stayed on the ground, bleeding profusely, and the officer was scrambling up. Garux leaped forward and stabbed the officer between his shoulder blades. He knew it could be considered cowardly, but the Celts were outnumbered and betrayed by the Ostrogoths, and he didn’t have the luxury of a clean fight.

The officer groaned and dropped on top of the Celt. Garux crouched, pulled the dagger out, and sheathed it. He turned the officer over, pried the sword from his hand, and turned to the Celt to help him to his feet. But the Celt seemed to be dead. 

As Garux cursed and straightened his back, he saw, from the corner of his eye, an officer rushing at him with his sword. Garux turned toward him and raised his sword to parry the first slashing attack. The blades clashed. Sparks flew like from a bonfire. The men pressed on their swords, trying to get past each other’s guard.

Garux felt that the officer, a red-haired giant with pink complexion and a scar on his cheek, perhaps German or Scandinavian, was stronger. Pain seared through the muscles on Garux’s forearm, and he knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. If he stumbled backward, he would give the officer a space to slash or jab at him; if he managed to hold on, they would keep pressing on their weapons forever, like two antagonized deer with entangled antlers, while he should be looking for Arvasia and keep her from getting harmed. Again, this was no time for fighting clean.

“You hound,” Garux growled through his teeth to distract the officer. And he reached with his left hand for the dagger and unsheathed it. He rammed it into the officer’s belly, just below the breastplate.

The officer gurgled and swayed, his eyes bulging so much Garux thought they would fall out of his sockets. The pressure of the officer’s blade lessened, and Garux pulled the dagger out and stepped backward. The officer staggered, dropped the sword, and clutched his bleeding belly.

Garux looked around, hoping to see Arvasia. Instead, he spotted Oleric, pushing through the crowd, looking for someone to fight.

“I got you, traitor,” Garux growled as he rushed toward him. To his surprise, he saw that Oleric wielded a Roman sword. His surprise grew when he saw Oleric attack a man in a helmet and a breastplate.

Garux looked around and realized that the Ostrogoths were fighting the police. They attacked like vicious wolves and, just like Oleric, many of them had already managed to get their hands on the officers’ swords.

Garux whooped with joy. Then he heard Oleric scream.

Garux turned to him and saw the Ostrogoth stagger, blood gushing from a wound to his shoulder. The officer kicked the feet from underneath him. As Oleric fell, the officer raised his sword to slash at him.

Garux rushed at him with a roar, brandishing his sword. As the officer turned to him, Oleric sprang up, swung his sword at an upward angle, and buried the blade deep into the officer’s neck.

The officer crumbled, and Oleric turned to Garux with a wide grin.

“Thank you, brother,” Oleric said, clasping Garux’s hand. He glanced at his shoulder and nodded with satisfaction when he saw that the gush of blood slowed to a trickle. “If we make it out of here alive, meet me at midnight by the watchtower near my old campsite.”

Garux nodded, remembering the ruined tower from which he had spied on the Ostrogoths. Oleric winked and rushed to find another opponent. Garux looked around and saw that the police officers were retreating.

Someone called his name behind his back, and he recognized Agira. He turned around and saw the druidess rush toward him, holding her hand to her cheek. Blood dribbled through her fingers, but her eyes shone with excitement.

“The Roman worms are losing, and the exit is clear,” she said, panting. “We should get out of here before reinforcements come and trap us in.”

“You’re right,” Garux said.

“Good. Let’s tell the others.”

She rushed toward the back fringes, shouting in Gaulish, “The exit is clear. Retreat, retreat! Leave the port.”

Garux picked up the shout, and soon, the Celts started to push toward the exit. So did the Ostrogoths.

As he ran for the gate, Garux nearly barreled into an injured Ostrogoth who was trying to scramble to his feet.

“Come, my friend,” Garux said, pulling him up. He hooked his arm under the Ostrogoth’s and led him forward. Before they reached the gate, the Ostrogoth recovered enough to trot by himself.

Garux swayed with relief when he saw Arvasia stand behind the gate, craning her head and looking toward the port. Her shoulders slumped with a huge sigh when she saw him, and he realized she had been looking for him.

The elation at seeing her alive and worried for him surged into his head. Before he realized what he was doing, he rushed toward her, hugged her, and kissed her lips.

Arvasia was so surprised she staggered, and they nearly tumbled. For a moment, she only gaped, but then she smiled and said, “Let’s run like hell, old man.”

* * *
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THE CELTS HAD DISPERSED around the city, but as dusk began to fall, they trickled back to their old campsite by the Golden Gate. About three dozen never returned, and Garux feared they had been killed or arrested.

Maguno was among the missing men. Although Garux secretly hoped the druid would never come back, he guessed that Maguno had sneaked out of the port during the battle and was still hiding somewhere, trembling with fear.

Garux decided to move the camp away from the valley in case the captives were tortured into revealing where the Celts had been staying. Once that was done, he took Arvasia and Agira to see Oleric.

Garux fidgeted as he walked under the moon beside Arvasia. They hadn’t had a chance to be alone and talk, but she also seemed nervous, and even irritated, and he wondered whether she was angry about the kiss. Although she had smiled right afterward, she might have changed her mind. Even after five centuries, a female mind remained a complex labyrinth for Garux.

Oleric waited by the tower, his shoulder bandaged with a rag. He clasped Garux’s hand and grinned and nodded at the women. “I’m glad you made it out of that damned port. I wanted to meet you here to give you a few explanations—and ask a few questions.”

Garux nodded, wondering what it was all about.

Oleric said, “You’ve probably realized that we were spying on you after the first battle, and I apologize for that. We saw you and a few men leave in a dromon, and the others hang around the port, as if they were waiting for you. So we decided to wait as well, to see if you brought back Vitiges or my brother, Neuris.”

Garux said nothing. He didn’t trust Oleric enough to tell him what had happened in Pelusium. He wanted to say that none of them killed Neuris, for that was what Oleric probably cared about the most. But that would imply that one of them had killed Vitiges.

“All we can tell you is that you would be a fool if you wasted your life waiting for your brother and your former king,” Agira said in a firm voice.

Oleric frowned. “Is it all you can tell me?”

“It is,” Arvasia said. “If you have a god, pray for them. Now, don’t you have any explanations to give us before we part as friends?”

That question made Oleric gawk. Then he smiled and shook his head, and Garux guessed he was too charmed by Arvasia to argue. 

After a while he said, “I have long taken my brother for lost, in any case. And I was never too fond of Vitiges. Now, to explain what happened today ... Well, it’s simple. We were in the port when the damned police surrounded you, and we decided to help you because we hate the Romans, and we are grateful to you, Garux, for letting us free after the first battle.”

“I’m glad you did, Oleric,” Garux said. “We probably wouldn’t have made it out of the port without your help.”

Oleric grinned. “I’ll never forget the shocked looks of the Roman bastards! But now it’s time to say farewell, this time for good. I’m taking my men back west before the Romans sniff us out.”

“Yes, you have no more reasons to stay here,” Agira said in a stern voice, as if she didn’t truly trust him. Then she smiled and said, “We thank you for your help. May the good spirits keep you safe.”

Oleric nodded and walked back to his camp.

Agira watched him go and said, “He knows we’ve been somehow involved in the deaths of Neuris and Vitiges, but I don’t think we will see him or his men again.” 

Garux nodded, guessing she was right. 

“So there’s only one more thing to worry about,” Agira said. “The squeaky rat-whore Pandemia hasn’t shown up or interfered since we landed in Constantinople. And that’s very, very suspicious. I fear she is planning to unleash the plague behind our backs.”
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When Demas’s galley stopped for the night in Crete, Rawena thought she might settle there instead of going on to Egypt. Crete seemed to be a pleasant and quiet island with a rich history and balmy climate, much better than the scorching, enormous, and drab Alexandria, or the city of Pelusium, which harbored nothing but horrid memories.

She wanted to return to Constantinople in a few months, once the Celts had departed, and she was determined to adopt little Marina. But Crete would be her haven for now. 

Most of the crew slept on the galley, but Captain Demas used some of the gold he got from Arvasia to get a room in the harbor’s inn, and she did the same.

She was standing by the window of her small room, feeling terribly lonely. That feeling had been following her for days, even on the busy deck of the galley, and she realized she missed Arvasia and even Agira. Being with them and speaking in Gaulish had filled her with sweet nostalgia, and reminiscing about the good times in their hometown, which were so distant they seemed to be legends rather than reality, had often made her forget about her ordeals.

Now that she was alone, the memories of Neuris stabbing her through the heart rushed back on her, along with the fear of Pandemia.

A dog yelped somewhere by the quays. A drunken man staggered past the inn. The moon was waning and seemingly innocent, illuminating the palm trees that grew around the port, and painting the hulls of the ships silver. And yet it held a terrible power over her life.

On impulse, she reached for the shutters to close them and kill the moonlight when she heard a scurrying noise behind. She remembered barring the door, so it could only be a mouse or a rat. Or their queen.

Rawena turned around, hoping it wasn’t Pandemia. She gasped and pressed her back against the wall by the window when she saw the rat-goddess.

A small hole gaped in the floor, and Pandemia stood beside it on her hind legs. She quivered and turned into her human form. Her beady black eyes started at Rawena with so much intensity that Rawena bit her tongue.

“It’s good to see you again, darling,” Pandemia chittered in her usual cheery tone. Her voice turned icy as she added, “Although you haven’t been acting like a friend and a sister.”

Terror washed over Rawena. She had long feared that Pandemia would come and accuse her of defying her by helping the Celts thwart the plague. And now she was here. Would Pandemia punish her by trapping her in the swamp? Rawena wanted to beg her for mercy, but dread clenched her throat like a murderous hand, and she only groaned and swayed.

Pandemia went to the pallet and sat down. “How hard and uncomfortable this is, darling. My mud nest in the swamp is much softer.”

Rawena dug her nails into her forearm in fright. Would she be dragged to the swamp? Would she spend eternity there, wrapped in a filthy, furry skin, and sniffing and scampering in eternal murkiness?

For a second, she thought it would not be that bad because she might reunite with Vitiges in case Pandemia had dragged him there as well. But Vitiges was a traitor. And the swamp was the worst place she could have ever ended up in. The four or five times she had been there, loathing and disgust had gnawed at her sanity. Just the memory of the stench and the yellowish, pestilential fog rising from the filthy sludge made her stomach turn.

“Please don’t take me to the swamp!” Rawena exclaimed, tears gushing from her eyes like blood from two arterial wounds. “I had to stop the plague. I couldn’t bear the idea of millions of people dying on my account. Forgive me, sister!”

Somebody banged the wall in the next room, a universal sign for quiet.

Pandemia eyed Rawena, and suddenly she laughed. “Sister?” Her voice brimmed with bitterness. “You only call me sister when you need my help or when you want me to spare you, have you noticed that, darling? You still don’t have any true, sisterly feelings for me, even after so many centuries, do you now?” Her tone grew menacing. “It offends me that you feel so bad about spending time with me in the swamp. And it dismays me that you still haven’t come to terms with your destiny: cleansing the world of humans.”

“But I’m a human, too!”

“Are you sure about that?” Pandemia gave her a quizzing look. “The only person who still sees you that way is Arvasia. And she’s not much of a normal human herself.”

Rawena could not think of a reply. She only sobbed, her tears wetting the collar of her tunic. Her anguish often dismayed and softened Pandemia, and Rawena expected that the rat-goddess would soothe her. Instead, Pandemia suddenly burst out laughing.

“What is it?” Rawena asked, anxiety squeezing her heart. “What?”

Pandemia shook her head and wiped her eyes as if the laughter had moistened them. “It’s just that I know something that you don’t, darling.” She clapped her four-fingered hands. “And it’s so much fun!”

Rawena felt that she would vomit. What was Pandemia talking about? Was it about Vitiges? About Arvasia and the Celts? About ... the pandemic?

Pandemia had never interfered when they sank the Engracia and the doomed cargo. And instead of being furious about the failed plague, she had been strangely calm. And now she had even laughed.

“What’s going on?” Rawena screeched. “What were you laughing at? What are you scheming now, you repulsive rat?”

A man in the next room shouted in a foreign tongue and banged the wall again. Rawena came back to her senses, and she recoiled at insulting Pandemia.

A shadow of sadness passed over the goddess’s eyes. “How quickly I turn from sister to a repulsive rat in that fickle heart of yours, Rawena.”

“Please tell me what made you laugh,” Rawena pleaded, despair creeping into her voice. “I have the right to know! Please stop playing your mad games.”

Pandemia giggled. “But our long lives would be too gray without games, darling. I can tell you one thing: if you want to know what I found so amusing, don’t stay in Crete but go on to Pelusium.”

Rawena’s mind reeled. What was happening in Pelusium? Had they failed to destroy the plague before they had boarded Demas’s galley to pursue the Engracia?

Pandemia rubbed her hands, merriness sparkling in her eyes. She stood and said, “It’s getting late, darling, and I’m sure you’re tired from the long journey, so I’ll say goodbye. But I’ll see you again soon!” She laughed and waved her hand. Then she quivered, turned into a rat, and disappeared inside the hole in the floor.

As the hole closed, Rawena’s knees trembled so much she let her back slide down along the wall, and she sat on the floor. Although she was relieved that Pandemia hadn’t taken her to the swamp, she feared that nothing was over yet.

Too nervous to sit, she got up and paced around the room. She went to the window and breathed in the fresh air. A stiff breeze now flew from the sea, and the tallest and thinnest palm trees swayed so much it seemed their trunks would snap.

Her mind flew to the attic room of the house she and Vitiges had rented in Pelusium. She had been sure that they had contained the plague there, for Arvasia had burned her bloodied tunic and the linen blanket, and she had cleansed Neuris’s dagger with fire. Was Pandemia only bluffing because she couldn’t accept the fact that she had lost? Or did the rat-goddess have some ulterior motive to lure Rawena into Egypt?

Rawena stayed up the whole night, thinking what to do. At dawn, she decided to ask Demas to take her to Pelusium so she could visit the attic room to confirm that all was well.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




[image: image]


The Celts left Constantinople in case the police were looking for them, but since they needed to recover from the journeys and battles, they temporarily settled in the forest of the nearby Adrianople before going on to Gaul.

Agira went with them, and Arvasia was glad that the druidess would spend the last days of her stay in this world with her and the tribe. To Arvasia’s surprise, Garux also went along. He had left Constantinople without looking back as if it hadn’t been his home for centuries. And he acted as if he had always belonged to the tribe—and as if he intended to follow them to Gaul and never leave her side.

Garux and Arvasia slept in different tents and never had a chance to speak about the future. In fact, Garux almost seemed to avoid being alone with her, perhaps because he was afraid that she would tell him to return to Constantinople. She wouldn’t do that. But she didn’t think that his move to Gaul was such a good idea.

The devoted, doglike looks he often gave her told her that he not only wanted to return to her tribe, but that he also wanted to go back to her. She still had some feelings for him, feelings that had become stronger over the past days, but she wasn’t sure she wanted him back. She was used to living alone, she had outgrown her sexual needs, and she had long learned that men meant mostly trouble.

About a week after the battle, and on their last night in Adrianople, the Celts bought meat from a butcher and beer from a brewer, and they made a few bonfires in a clearing in the woods to celebrate their victory over Pandemia and their earthly enemies.

Arvasia sat between Garux and Agira by the largest bonfire. Maguno had returned, to Garux’s evident displeasure, but he had kept to himself, and while he would normally try to squeeze himself between her and Garux in front of the bonfire, he was sitting on the fringes of the group. Everybody suspected he had hidden during and after the battle, and Arvasia guessed he was afraid that someone would ask him what he had been doing.

The Celts were getting drunk and rowdy, roaring ancient songs, boasting about how many Romans they had killed, and staggering to the barrels to refill their wooden cups.

Garux had downed his cup in one long gulp, and Arvasia had feared he would get drunk. But he never went to the barrel for more. He fidgeted with his cup, though, and he often gave the barrel a long look, and she guessed it took all his willpower to sit still.

Even more often he glanced at her, and then stared into the fire without a word, looking thoughtful. Was he thinking about the past or the future? Was he envisioning them living together in her house in Gaul?

Arvasia decided to speak to him tonight. Tomorrow, the tribe would set out for Gaul, and Garux would have the last chance to return to Constantinople. She needed to know what he would do.

She stood up and said, “Come with me, Garux.”

Garux dropped his cup and rose. His eyes shone as if he thought she would drag him to her tent.

“Let’s step aside, old man,” she told him. “I need to speak to you.”

“Oh... right.” Garux rubbed the back of his neck, and a shadow of worry passed over his firelit eyes.

She turned to Agira to tell her they would return soon, but the druidess stared into the flames, frowning and lost in thoughts. Arvasia guessed she still wondered why Pandemia had left them alone. It often made Arvasia wonder as well. 

Arvasia led Garux several paces away, to the edge of the clearing where the noises had somewhat faded but where the light of the fires still let her see him.

“I wanted to ask you what your plan is,” she said.

“What my plan is?” He cleared his throat. “Well, those are my people,” he said, tossing his head toward the Celts. “I would like to go back with them. And with you.”

He gazed into her eyes as if he hoped to read her thoughts.

“Are you sure it’s the best thing to do, Garux?” she asked.

“If I am ...? Of course. I’m sick of Constantinople!”

She wasn’t sure she believed that.

“If you worry about me taking over the tribe’s leadership, I can assure you I have no intention of doing that,” he said. “I will make everyone understand that you are the chieftess.”

Arvasia guessed he was sincere about that. Garux had led the mission to sink the Engracia, and many tribesmen, who saw him as the legendary chieftain, still asked him for advice and directions. Garux always replied reluctantly, and he often sent them to her.

“I don’t care about that, Garux,” she said. “I wouldn’t even mind stepping down and letting you lead the tribe. But I’m still not sure it’s a good idea you come with us.”

“But why?” He looked confused, and perhaps even a little hurt.

She guessed she had sounded harsh, and she knew that Garux could be often surprisingly sensitive. But that was how she felt.

“There are many problems, like Maguno, for instance,” she said, feeling unprepared to speak about her and Garux’s relationship yet.

Garux scoffed. “Why is that wimp a problem?”

“You two hate each other. You’ll surely have an open conflict that will alienate the tribesmen—unless you return to Constantinople.”

Garux waved his hand. “Don’t worry about that, Arvasia. I’ll gladly stay away from him and never speak to him again in my life, for I no longer have any reason to deal with him. Besides, I guess I shouldn’t hate him, for he helped me become a man again.” He gave her a quizzing look and added, “Although he isn’t much of a man himself.”

She knew Garux was jealous of Maguno, and that he perhaps even wondered whether she had ever been his lover. But she decided to say nothing.

“Maguno and I will be all right, Arvasia,” Garux said, taking on a light, carefree tone she didn’t buy. “He will just have to accept that now that I am back, he has no chance with you.”

Oh, you stupid old man, she thought, angry at his petty self-confidence. 

Garux must have seen her frown, for he cleared his throat and said, “I want to be with my tribe, Arvasia. And ... with you.”

Arvasia took a deep breath. So here it was. “What do you mean, with me?” she said, although she knew it all too well. “We separated.”

“I know, but—don’t you see how much I’ve changed? Just look how sober I am! If I had come across so much free beer only two weeks ago, I would be already snoring under the nearest barrel!”

“Yes, you’ve changed, Garux, and I’m happy. But it wasn’t the beer that made us part all those years ago.”

“I know, Arvasia. We had been together for too long, and the strain was too strong. At least, that’s how I remember it.”

Arvasia nodded. That was how she remembered it as well.

“Now, after such a long separation, all would be different,” Garux said, his voice filling with fervor. “We would already know what to expect, and we would be stronger and ready for anything that comes.”

Arvasia guessed that could be true. Still, she wasn’t convinced she wanted to give up her old way of life.

She was just thinking about what to say when she heard a scurrying sound behind her. She had seen wild boars rooting around the camp on the previous night, and she thought it was them again. She turned toward the sound and, to her horror, she saw a white rat with a clump of golden hair that shone in the light of the fires.

“Pandemia!” she wheezed out, her throat restricting. So the rat-goddess had shown up, after all, most likely to spoil their celebration.

Garux stepped forward, stood beside Arvasia, and scowled.

Pandemia climbed the trunk of the nearest pine tree and, like a squirrel with a shaved tail, she scampered up the lowest bough toward them. She was now at their eye level, only about a yard away from them.

“It’s good to see you again, my old friends,” she chittered.

Garux only growled in his throat.  Arvasia said nothing, wondering what was to come. Had Pandemia come to punish them for thwarting the plague? But that was why she had made them immortal. Annihilating humankind was just a game to her, and she thought that the game would be more exciting with more players. But perhaps she resented them for siding up with Rawena and for getting help from Agira and Epona.

“We had some fun back in Pelusium, didn’t we?” Pandemia told Arvasia, making her recall the crumbling bridge and her fall into the canal of the Nile. She didn’t sound angry at all. “And I have been watching you, Garux, as well, although I don’t even remember the last time we got to chat.”

Pandemia scrutinized them with an amused twinkle in her eye. “I see that you two have quite a dilemma. You, Garux, love Arvasia and want to return with her and sleep in her bed.” Pandemia looked away and squealed with embarrassed laugher. Then she took a deep breath and looked at Arvasia. “You, on the other hand, think you prefer to stay alone. That’s a mess only humans can create!”

Garux raised his hands and took a step forward as if he wanted to grab Pandemia and smash her skull against the bough. Arvasia put a hand on his forearm, and when he looked at her, she shook her head. Although she looked just like a small rat, Pandemia was a goddess with enormous powers. Garux scowled but stood still.

“In any case, your dilemma is about to be solved,” Pandemia said in a teasing voice. “I have this feeling that you won’t be going to Gaul, Garux. But neither will Arvasia.”

Arvasia gasped. Would Pandemia reverse their immortality and make them turn into a pile of bones? Or was she going to take them to her pestilential realm? In her distress, Arvasia twitched when she heard someone run toward them. She turned around and saw Agira.

“I knew you were around, you squeaky whore!” the druidess snapped at Pandemia. She stood beside Arvasia, panting and glaring.

“Be careful, druidess!” Pandemia hissed in a cold, threatening voice. “One more insult, and you won’t spend eternity in the Otherworld but in the depths of my swamp.”

“Goddess Epona would never allow that,” Agira replied. “So save your empty threats for someone else.”

Pandemia squealed with laughter. “Epona is a dying deity. Almost nobody believes in her, except your tribespeople and a handful of nations in Britain. But I’m mightier and mightier. And I’m about to claim the world to become my empire. Soon, everybody will say the word pandemia with a tremor in their voice.”

Arvasia expected Agira to scoff and retort, but the druidess kept quiet, a troubled look settling on her face. What could it mean?

Pandemia laughed again. “It seems that the mighty druidess is about to figure something out. But the truth is still evading you, isn’t it, Agira? Or is it too dreadful to accept?”

Agira didn’t reply, and only the drunken shouting of the Celts disturbed the silence. They were still celebrating their victory, unaware of what was happening only a few dozen paces behind their backs.

“It’s time for me to go,” Pandemia said. “I’m sure the three of you have much to discuss!” She laughed as she climbed down the tree and disappeared into a hole in the ground.

“I crap on that whore!” Agira spat as the hole closed. “Something sinister is going on in Egypt. But I don’t know what it is.”

Arvasia felt the blades of dread and premonition piercing her soul. Garux also looked troubled, even afraid. Her earlier preoccupation about his going to Gaul suddenly seemed trivial.

“Just before I felt that Pandemia was near, I saw a vision in the flames.” Agira tossed her head toward their bonfire. “I saw Rawena crying over a dead body. I don’t know who it was, as the body was shadowed, and it might have only been an allegory sent by Epona, rather than an actual vision. But I feel that something horrible is happening—or about to happen—in Pelusium. We should travel there to see.”

Arvasia nodded, rubbing her forehead to ward off a mounting headache. So Pandemia was right: they would not be going to Gaul. 

What were they going to find in Egypt, though? Questions, fears, and suppositions flew around her mind like three flocks of antagonized seagulls, screeching in her head and fighting for dominance, and she had to hold on to Garux’s arm so she wouldn’t sway and fall.

Agira looked at the waning moon. “The journey across the Mediterranean takes over ten days, and the moon will be full in about a week. I’ll never make it to Pelusium, for Epona will reclaim my soul halfway there. Afraid I am that you will face whatever is there alone, my friends.”
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Four days later, Rawena landed in Pelusium. As she said farewell to Demas and left the port, she kept looking around the streets, which shivered in the heat of the late-afternoon sun. Although she had feared to see the sidewalks littered with corpses, people sat in the shade of their porticos, went to fetch water, and drove their carts as usual. And yet, she couldn’t shake off a dreadful premonition, which grew stronger the closer she got to the house in whose attic room her heart had been stabbed.

As she had sailed from Crete to Egypt, she had replayed over and over the morning she and Arvasia had left the room. And she realized they had made a deadly mistake. Arvasia had burned her bloodied tunic and the linen blanket, and she had passed Neuris’s dagger through fire and threw it away. 

But there was still the strip of linen Arvasia had used to gag Rawena while Rawena had still been unconscious.

When she had come to in the empty room on that fatal night, Rawena had ripped her tongue against her jagged back tooth and stained the rag with her blood. If she remembered correctly, Arvasia had never burned the rag. It had probably got kicked underneath the bed and was still lying there. 

Unless someone took it.

Back in May, about five weeks ago, Vitiges had paid for the room for two months, so it was unlikely somebody had moved in there. But what if the landlord or one of the neighbors entered the room and touched the rag? Would her blood be pestilential even now, since it had poured from her heart on the night of the lunar eclipse?

That thought made Rawena quicken her pace. She would burn the rag and destroy the last trace of the plague. But what if she was too late?

She got lost in a maze of narrow streets, but at last she spotted the cross of the church that stood in front of the house.

Her heart beat wildly as she entered the house and walked up to the room where she had been stabbed, and where she spent hours tied to the bed, fearing that her own sister would behead her. Why had she, out of all the millions of people in this world, fallen into the claws of Pandemia? Had she never stepped into Pandemia’s swamp, her soul would be now blissfully floating in the Otherworld, along with the souls of her tribespeople and family.

The house was quiet, which she found strange, for the neighbors downstairs had many children. Had they moved out? She climbed the murky stairway, feeling as if she were climbing into a lion’s cage.

She had hidden the key to the room under a loose flagstone in the hallway, but when she reached underneath it, her fingers touched nothing. She thought of going back downstairs to see if the family were at home so she could ask them who had taken the key. Then a whiff of putrid stench made her turn toward the attic room.

Rawena groaned in trepidation as she pushed against the door. It opened, and the stench hit her in the face. She looked around—and saw Vitiges lying on the pallet.

At first, Rawena thought that Pandemia had dragged his corpse there to rot. But Vitiges was alive. He lay on his back and his eyes were closed, but he was wheezing and drenched in sweat. His beard was stained with blood and vomit. Two lumps swelled on the sides of his neck. They were large as grapefruits and made him look as if he had three heads.

“Oh, gods!” Rawena screamed. She had no doubt it was the plague.

As she stared at the enormous lumps, questions pelted her mind. How could he be alive when Arvasia had said she had cut his throat? And if he wasn’t dead, where did that rotting stench come from? Was he the only one infected? What happened to their downstairs neighbors? Why on earth were they so quiet? Had they left? Died?

Horror swelled in Rawena’s soul, and she heard herself scream. She turned around to rush down the stairs and check on the family when Vitiges opened his eyes.

He turned his head to her and groaned. One of the buboes burst, and a stream of yellowish puss burst forth like water from a geyser. He moaned. His eyes bored into her, brimming with fear, pain, and supplication.

Rawena stepped toward the pallet. “What happened? How did you get infected?”

He stared at her and moaned. She sensed that he recognized her. But did he understand?

“Water,” he wheezed. “Water.”

Rawena reached for a flask that hung from her belt. After a short hesitation, she took the flask, uncorked it, and poured some water between his parched lips.

He drank thirstily and sighed in relief. Then tears poured from his eyes and streamed down his face. 

“I’m so sorry, beautiful Rawena.” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “I’m ... so sorry.”

“Tell me what happened. How did you get here? How did you get infected?”

“I don’t know. I only remember a woman holding a dagger to my throat on that horrible eclipse night. I think it was your sister ... Then I saw Pandemia waving down her hand to make your sister cut my throat. Then I woke up in a hospital in the center of Pelusium. Everybody said it was a miracle I survived. And when I saw the moon through the window, it was already waning.”

Rawena understood: Pandemia had let Vitiges survive and took him to a hospital so he could be nursed back to health and reunite with Rawena. But the rat-goddess had an ulterior motive. She wanted Vitiges to come down with the plague.

How did it happen, though? Rawena looked under the bed. The bloodied rag wasn’t there. She looked around the room but couldn’t find it. The smell coming from his burst lump was terrible, but the rotten stench she had noticed in the hallway still prevailed. Where was it coming from?

“I returned a few days ago,” Vitiges wheezed. “I hoped to find you here. I wanted to see you ... although I knew you would probably kill me. I’m glad I’m dying. So much remorse ... I cannot bear it.”

Although his speech was slurred, Rawena guessed his mind was clear, and that he spoke the truth.

“It was that bastard Neuris who stabbed you,” Vitiges said. “I didn’t know he would do it. I didn’t even know him. I swear!”

“I know, Vitiges,” Rawena said, not unkindly. “But that doesn’t matter now. Tell me how you got ill.”

His eyes closed, and she was afraid he would die without telling her what had happened. 

“Vitiges!” she screamed, but he didn’t open his eyes. 

His chest still heaved, though, and she hoped that if she let him sleep, he would be strong enough to tell her everything later. 

She walked around the room, looking for the linen rag, but she couldn’t find it. Then she noticed a small hole in the wall, and a pile of droppings nearby. When she stepped closer, the rotting stench got stronger: there had to be a mouse or a rat rotting in the wall. What did it mean? 

A thought was forming in her mind, but suddenly Vitiges screamed her name. The scream was full of fear, as if he thought she had left.

She went back to his bed, and he smiled with relief.

“When you returned, was the door locked?” she asked.

He thought for a while. “It was. I got the key from the usual place. Under the flagstone.”

“And did the room already smell?”

“Yes, the smell was already pretty bad. I guess that’s what made me sick. But I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to wait for you in here. At first, I only had a headache and stomach cramps. Then I felt I was burning with fever. And when I wanted to leave, I realized I was too dizzy and weak to do so.”

“And did you see a bloodied strip of linen on the floor?”

He gave her a confused look. “No.”

“And have you seen Pandemia since the night of the eclipse?”

“No.”

Rawena realized what must have happened. She had often seen rats gnaw at linen or other fabric, especially when it was bespattered with blood or remnants of food. A rat must have dragged the bloodied rag into the hole in the wall, got infected with the plague, and died. As the rat began to rot, it infected Vitiges. But how? Was it through the stench?

She looked closer at Vitiges and the dreadful lumps on his neck, and she gasped when she saw small dots hopping around his stained beard.

“Oh no,” she groaned. “Fleas!”

She had known since the first outbreak that fleas spread the plague for Pandemia.

They must have feasted on the dead rat’s infected blood, and then they had jumped on Vitiges and infected him when they bit into his skin.

No sounds came from downstairs, and the silence unnerved Rawena. Could it be that Pandemia had truly won? Had the rat-goddess made Vitiges unleash the plague, after all?

“I’ll go check on the family downstairs,” she exclaimed, turning around and rushing out of the room. Vitiges groaned behind her back as if he feared she wouldn’t return but she dashed for the stairs and hastily stumbled through the gloom down to the first floor.

She banged on the door. “Hallo? Is anybody there?”

She held her breath and listened, hoping that somebody would answer. Only silence came, and she called again. This was beyond strange. Was everybody outside, even the elders she had sometimes seen sitting by the window? She banged the door again. The silence was so ominous she screeched in panic. The screech floated through the house like a lost ghost.

Was everybody dead? Or had they fled when they’d seen Vitiges’s lumps?

Rawena screamed and kicked at the door. It flew open and revealed a large room with rows of pallets and a large dresser by the back wall. The room was empty. No sheets were on the pallets, and no clothes were in the dresser.

She had feared to see corpses, and at first she felt relieved. Then she realized it would have been almost better if the neighbors had died, and if the plague had died along with them, within the walls of this doomed house. If they had come in contact with Vitiges and fled, the plague could be now roaming around the city.

She went back upstairs to ask Vitiges what had happened to the neighbors. Then she would go and look for them, and perhaps alert the authorities of the danger.

Going back upstairs drained all her energy, as if the flight of stairs were a steep hill. She dreaded smelling the rotting stench again and looking at Vitiges’s lumps.

Her heart warmed a little when she entered and saw the happy, devoted smile on Vitiges’s face. “You came back,” he whispered.

Although he was still smiling, his eyes were closing, and she poured the rest of the water between his lips to bring him back. He coughed, and she thought he would vomit, but then he calmed and looked at her.

“Nobody is downstairs, and that’s very strange,” she said. “Was the family there when you returned?”

“I think so. I think I heard the kids.”

“Did any of them come here to see you?”

“No,” he said. He frowned in thought and added, “But I slept most of the time, and I had strange dreams and nightmares. I think I also hallucinated. I can’t really be sure whether anyone came.”

Rawena feared that they might have heard him scream in delirium, and they had gone to check on him. Then, when they saw the lumps and realized that Vitiges’s illness could be dangerous, they had left the room and the house. Had they taken some of the fleas along with them?

Vitiges said, “This illness. Is it ...?”

She nodded. “Yes. It’s the plague Neuris unleashed by stabbing me through the heart.”

Vitiges uttered bitter laughter. “Now I understand why Pandemia let me live on the eclipse night. Serves me right.”

Rawena wondered how to reply when something bit her knee. Then something bit her wrist. And her inner elbow.

She scratched the itchy spots, tears of fear filling her eyes. The fleas! The fleas had jumped onto her. And while she could not catch the plague, she knew that, if she left the house, the fleas could leap onto somebody on the streets, and then the plague would surely break out.

“What is it?” Vitiges asked. “You look so distressed.”

She didn’t reply, wondering what to do. She had to stay here until the fleas died. But what about the family? 

Perhaps they hadn’t got too close to Vitiges to get infected? Perhaps they had never gone upstairs, and they had left because their contract was up? The chance of that was slim, but she clung to it fervently.

Rawena didn’t want to stay in this room, with the fleas and the terrible stench. She looked at the door, thinking about going downstairs.

“Stay with me, Rawena,” Vitiges said as if he could read her thoughts.

She turned back to him, unsure what to do.

“I have seen a lot of people die,” he said. “The fact that my mind is suddenly so lucid can only mean that my end is very near.”

She thought so too.

“I don’t want to die alone,” he said. “Please, stay with me. And tell me that you forgive me.”

Rawena looked away. How could she ever forgive him? How could he even ask for forgiveness, after what he had caused?

“I swear it was Neuris who stabbed you,” he said in a desperate voice. “I would never ... I didn’t know about it. Please believe me.”

“I believe you.”

“And you forgive me?”

Unsure what to say, Rawena walked to the window. The sun had set, and the cross on the church stood against the darkening sky like a leafless tree on a knoll. An old woman passed by, and for a second, Rawena thought she would enter the doomed house. The woman turned for the church, though, and Rawena sighed in relief. 

Behind her back, Vitiges kept pleading for forgiveness in a desperate, rattling voice that grated on her nerves. She turned to him and screeched, “Shut up!”

He recoiled and fell quiet, and she turned back to the window. After a while, she began to regret shouting at a dying man, and she felt sorry for him. Yes, he had betrayed her, and he had planned to stab her heart to unleash the plague. But then he had started to have feelings for her, and he had changed his mind and even defied Pandemia. Wasn’t that enough to redeem himself?

The silence was worse than the pleading. She turned around, suddenly afraid that he had died. He was still breathing, and his eyes peered at her in supplication.

She sighed and walked to him. “I forgive you.”

A weak yet grateful smile stretched Vitiges’s tremulous lips. He gave her a long look as if he wanted to engrave her image into his soul, and then he closed his eyes. His breathing grew shallow, and she guessed he would never wake up again.

“Goodbye, Vitiges,” she whispered, tears springing from her eyes. “You were a good friend and lover, at least in the end, and I thank you for that. I hope that Pandemia will leave your soul in peace.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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The moon shone in its full, round glory and reflected on the sea and the lateen sails of the five ships that headed for Pelusium. Each ship carried a few dozen Celts, none of whom had wanted to return to Gaul. Agira, Garux, and Arvasia stood on the prow of the first ship. And the goddess Epona was riding side-saddle toward them on a silver mare whose hooves hardly touched the surface of the sea.

The ships had made a stopover in Crete last night, and they would reach Pelusium in four or five days. By then, Agira would already be in the Otherworld. She knew that this time, there would be no pleading and negotiating with Epona—although it was almost sure that Agira’s mission here on the earth had failed.

Agira believed that the plague had somehow erupted in Rawena’s room in Pelusium. In her visions, Agira had seen Vitiges dead on the pallet, his neck bearing two dreadful lumps, a certain sign of the plague.

The goddess Epona had come close enough for Agira to see her gown floating around the mare’s back, and her silvery hair waving around her gentle face.

“Oh, dear druidess,” Arvasia said, her eyes set on Epona.

Garux sighed and patted Agira’s forearm.

Agira turned around to make sure that the crew was underdeck as she had instructed them. Only the Celts were on the main deck, huddled in a tight knot around Druid Maguno, watching.

She smiled at them and then she turned back to Garux and Arvasia. “I’m sorry I can’t reach Pelusium with you to help you. I keep berating myself for not going there along with Rawena after we had sunk the Engracia.”

“You couldn’t have known, Agira,” Garux said.

“But I should have known, damn it!” she snapped, more sharply than she had intended, for she was angry with herself. “What kind of druidess am I if I couldn’t have divined that something sinister is going on in there? I crap on that dull head of mine!”

“You’ve been of great help, dear druidess,” Arvasia said. “Without you, the plague would be already spreading around Constantinople.”

Agira wanted to reply that the plague might reach Constantinople in any case, but the goddess already drew up with the ship. The mare hovered above the sea just a yard from the point of the bowsprit.

“I am sorry, Druidess Agira, but your time is up,” the goddess said. “I will give you a few moments to say goodbye to your friends.”

“Thank you, oh, Epona,” Agira said. Then she turned to Garux and Arvasia. “A daunting task you have ahead of you, and I am sorry I cannot help you. I will try to stay in touch with Maguno, though, and try to guide him.”

Agira saw that Garux scowled and glanced at Arvasia at hearing the druid’s name. Garux was so old that his jealousy would amuse her, but now she worried it would jeopardize the mission.

“I fear that the plague might leave the doomed house,” Agira said. “It would bring death to our tribesmen and to all the citizens of Pelusium. It would be a dreadful tragedy—but nothing would be lost yet. Pelusium is a small city surrounded by nothing but the sea and the river, and by fields, marshes, and canals. You must prevent the plague from leaving the city at all costs! If you do, the plague would die out as it would run out of victims to feed on. But if it left the city ...”

Agira paused to let her words settle in. She glanced at Epona, who waited patiently by the swaying bowsprit.

“Remember that Alexandria is near Pelusium,” Agira continued. “It has one of the largest ports in the world, and dozens of ships leave it every day to sail along the African coast and across the Mediterranean. If the plague reached Alexandria, it would eventually ravish the whole of Northern Africa and advance upon the Roman Empire like a deadly army. The victims would be endless.”

Garux frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. Arvasia sighed and nodded.

Agira gave them a smile which she hoped looked encouraging. “Fortunately, you have the support of about one hundred and fifty brave and devoted men.” She looked at the Celts gathered on the deck, and at the other ships. “With them, you must blockade the port of Pelusium and the two city gates to keep the plague in. I know it sounds insane, but I’m sure you can manage. Besides, Rawena is likely there, and still on our side. She can help, too. Go to the doomed house and seek her, but make sure the tribesmen don’t enter the house. You two are immune to plagues. They aren’t.”

“We will do as you say, Agira,” Arvasia said.

“I cannot make the goddess wait any longer,” Agira said, glancing at Epona. “I must leave now, and soon I’ll be nothing but dust and bones at your feet. The last time, you took my skull and buried it in our town. I don’t want you to do it again. You have more important things to do than carry around an old skull, and it would be too risky in any case, since the Slavic worms have occupied our town. Simply throw my skull and bones overboard as is a maritime custom.”

Garux frowned. “Throw them over ... But—what about your soul, druidess?”

“My soul will be fine,” Agira said with a smile. “Just throw my remains into the beautiful sea, without any worries.”

Arvasia looked as if she wanted to protest, but then she nodded. “As you wish, dear druidess.”

“Well, it’s time to say goodbye,” Agira said. “Do you remember our last farewell, about five hundred years ago, on that beach in Greece?” Just before she had departed back then, Arvasia and Garux had embraced her, and she crumbled in their arms. It was sad yet beautiful, and Agira wanted them to embrace her again. But suddenly she was afraid to ask, fearing that the experience was too traumatic for them to repeat.

Garux’s face went blank as his mind searched for the memory, but Arvasia said, “I remember.” Suddenly, a knowing smile appeared on Arvasia’s face, and she put her arm around Agira’s shoulders, as if she could have read her thoughts like a druidess—or like a wise, sensitive woman.

“Oh yes,” Garux said, as he finally remembered. For a moment, he looked unsure, and Agira wondered whether he was embarrassed about hugging his druidess or about hugging his former lover. Not even the mightiest druid could penetrate the secrets of the human heart, but Agira hoped that Garux and Arvasia would find a way back into each other’s lives. They had been in love since they were saplings, and they seemed to belong to each other, as if they had been predestined to fight the plagues together.

Garux smiled and put his arms around the women.

Agira felt tears swelling in her eyes, for leaving this world made her sad. Although her soul would be content floating in the oblivion in the Otherworld, she knew she would miss Garux and Arvasia and the other tribesmen, and that she would miss living in this world and in her young body. And the fact that she had to leave now when the crisis was at its peak wrenched her heart.

Agira crushed Garux and Arvasia to her and clung to them with all her strength. “I am leaving, my friends,” she said. After a short hesitation, she added, “But the two of you should never leave ... each other.”

Then her soul departed her body and floated toward Epona.

* * *
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ONE MOMENT, GARUX FELT Agira’s slender yet firm shoulders under his arm. The next moment, his arm fell, supported by nothing. He swayed and looked down. A mound of grayish bones lay at his and Arvasia’s feet, shining in the strong moonlight like a pile of silver rods. When he looked past the bowsprit, he saw a small light on the horizon. The light flickered and died.

Arvasia stepped back, and her arm slid off his waist. And suddenly he felt incredibly lonely.

“Our poor druidess,” Arvasia said, her eyes gliding from the empty horizon to the bones on the deck. “I hope she will be happy in the Otherworld.”

“She will be happy if we fulfill her last wish,” Garux said. Agira’s last words rang in his ears, and he knew he would never forget them. You should never leave ... each other. It was clear that Agira wanted them to become lovers again.

Arvasia cleared her throat and rubbed her forehead. Then she said, “I think we should throw her bones overboard, just as she wished.”

Garux winced. This wasn’t what he had in mind, and he was sure that Arvasia knew it. Did she hate the idea of their getting back together? Or did she need time to think about it? They had been together almost all the time during their journey from Constantinople. While she seemed to relish his company, they had never kissed again or even held hands, and Garux didn’t know how she felt about him. He guessed that her strongest emotion was confusion.

Arvasia picked up the skull and held it up. Garux bent for a large bone, determined to talk about Agira’s other wish as soon as all her remains had splashed into the sea.

As he straightened his back to drop the bone over the rail, a voice rang behind them. “Wait!”

Garux scowled when he recognized the voice of his enemy.

Maguno came at a trot. “As a druid, I am the one who should give Agira a funeral,” he said in a pompous voice.

“Stay away from this, Maguno!” Garux roared. He wanted to be alone with Arvasia, and he hated the fact that Maguno was always near. The wimp had kept to himself after the battle in the port, but now he was back. So was his cockiness.

“We’ve buried Agira twice already,” Garux continued. “And we’ve managed quite well without your meddling!”

Maguno turned crimson as if the moon had scorched his skin. He opened his mouth to snap when Arvasia said in a calm, sweet voice, “We thank you for your concern, Druid Maguno. Please, pray for Agira’s safe passage to the Otherworld while we throw her bones into the sea.”

Maguno scowled, but then he said, “As you wish, chieftess.”

He stepped back, but instead of praying, he crossed his arms over his chest and glared. Garux wished that the bones at his feet weren’t Agira’s but Maguno’s.

Arvasia turned back toward the bulwark, stretched out her hand, and let the skull fall. “Goodbye, dear druidess,” she whispered as the skull hit the surface.

The bones splashed into the water like offerings to sea gods, and Garux wondered whether he would ever see Agira again. At times, she seemed harsh and even ruthless, but he knew she had a good heart, and he was sad she no longer was with them. Their mission would be much harder without her help.

Once all the bones floated on the waves and nothing but dust remained on the deck, Garux turned to Arvasia.

Now they had to talk about Agira’s last words. It was inevitable.

As he stared at her, he realized how much he had missed her during those decades in Constantinople. Arvasia looked ravishing with her black hair and gentle face bathing in the moonlight. The southern sun had tanned her skin to match her dark, mysterious eyes. Although she still looked young, her pupils radiated incredible wisdom. She was so lovely that he felt he would die for her, if he were mortal.

“Arvasia,” he said, and his voice quivered. “Now I remember everything about Agira’s previous parting, back in Greece. We were disappointed that Rawena had escaped, but we were happy we had contained the plague. And ... we were so much in love!”

Arvasia glanced away, looking thoughtful. Although he was afraid she would say that was ancient history, she looked back at him, smiled, and said, “I remember that very well, Garux.”

Encouraged, he said, “What do you think about Agira’s saying that we should never leave each other? Do you ... Do you think she meant that we should keep fighting Pandemia?”

Arvasia gave him an appraising look. With a dazzling smile she said, “Not only that, I would say.”

Garux’s breath quickened. “It was her last wish ...”

“Yes, it was,” Arvasia replied.

After a short hesitation, she lifted her hands and cupped his bearded cheeks, staring into his eyes.

His heart thumped with happiness as he pulled her into a hug and kissed her. For a moment, the ship seemed to dissolve, and the world shrank into the soft, moist lips that pressed against his. The looming pandemic, which had always gnawed on his mind, had floated away on Arvasia’s sweet breath. Her arms around his waist made him feel weightless.

She lowered her head—too soon, it seemed—but she kept embracing his waist and put her cheek against his heaving chest.

Garux heard a thud, as if somebody had stomped his foot against the planks. Guessing that it was Maguno, Garux glanced his way to give the druid a triumphant sneer.

The druid glared at him with so much hatred and malice that Garux shuddered.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Vitiges had died the same day Rawena returned to Pelusium. Pandemia had come that night to confirm that Rawena’s fears and suppositions were very close to the truth: a mouse had dragged the bloodied linen into the wall to make a nest, and it died of the plague while its fleas survived long enough to infect Vitiges. The family had escaped from the house when they had seen the lumps on Vitiges’s neck. But they did not think of alerting the authorities.

Pandemia swore to Rawena that she had let Vitiges’s soul depart in peace, and Rawena reluctantly believed her. But Pandemia would not tell Rawena whether the family also got infected; she only giggled and acted deaf, no matter how much Rawena pleaded and supplicated.

In the end, Rawena cursed the rat-goddess away, and Pandemia hadn’t returned. The family hadn’t either, and the downstairs room remained empty. After a week in that dreadfully silent house, Rawena feared she would go insane before the fleas died and she could finally leave. 

Madness had always sidestepped near the door of her mind, and now it knocked, demanding to be let in. She worried that the trauma of seeing Vitiges die in their bed, and her constant fear that a full-scale pandemic would blow up, would make insanity bring down the door and storm into her head.

Part of her longed for the oblivion of madness. The other part wondered what would happen if she were not only pestilential but also deranged.

The hot, humid air made Vitiges rot. She had to move downstairs because the stench grew unbearable, far overpowering the smell of the decaying mouse in the wall, and the attic swarmed with flies and maggots. She thought of barricading the front door, partly to keep people out of the doomed house, but mostly to prevent her from rushing outside in a fit and spreading the plague. She spent most of the time at the unshuttered window, but she stepped away when she saw somebody pass by, so the fleas wouldn’t jump on them. The street got busy around noon when there was a mass. The rest of the day, it was mostly deserted.

When the shadow of the church began to advance toward her house in the afternoon of another silent day, she saw a group of about ten people riding up the street. Rawena gasped when she recognized Garux and Arvasia in front of the group. They were the last people on earth she would expect to see.

The man who rode beside Arvasia, dressed in a white tunic and with fair hair bouncing around his head, fit the description of Druid Maguno. The men who followed had to be the tribesmen from Gaul.

Rawena’s first instinct was to run and hide on the dark stairway. Instead, she ducked under the windowsill, her heart drumming to the beating of the hooves. The Celts must have come because they had heard of the danger of the plague. She guessed they had hired the horses in the port.

The thudding of hooves ceased in front of the house. Fearing that they would break in and get infected, she sprang up and exclaimed, “Halt! Don’t come any closer!”

The horses shied, neighed, and sidestepped. The Celts stared at her in surprise.

“What ... what’s happening, sister?” Arvasia asked. The last word was like a balmy breeze caressing Rawena’s torn soul. She hated when Pandemia called her sister, but she loved when Arvasia did. But how could she explain what was going on?

Rawena cringed as she told them about Vitiges, the family, and her conversation with Pandemia. She hoped that Arvasia wouldn’t realize Vitiges had been infected because she had forgotten to burn the bloodied rag she had gagged her with. If the plague really got unleashed, she didn’t want Arvasia to torment herself over it.

Rawena noticed that the tribesmen recoiled whenever she said the name of the rat-goddess. Garux stared at her with a hostile intensity that told her he was unhappy with Arvasia’s decision to let her live. Flashes of rage and hatred seemed to shoot out of the piercing, celestial eyes of Druid Maguno, and she guessed that he and many of the other Celts longed to burn her alive in the house.

“Pandemia wouldn’t tell me whether the family got infected,” she said. “You must go and look for them.”

“Why didn’t you go?” Maguno growled, his eyes burning with suspicion.

“Don’t you think I would if I could?” Rawena snapped. “I’m afraid to leave the house! Some of the fleas that had been feeding on Vitiges had jumped on me. I must stay here until they die.”

As she waited for them to process the information, she suddenly burst into tears. “I fear that the plague will break out. I’m so scared!” She imagined the plague creeping across the Mediterranean to kill the little girl Marina, and her throat tightened with fear. 

Arvasia said in a gentle, soothing voice, “Don’t worry, sister. Our tribesmen are blocking the port and the gates out of the city so the plague won’t spread. And we will go and look for the family.”

“Oh, thank you, sister!” Rawena exclaimed, wiping her tears. “There were two elders and two middle-aged couples, and six or seven children.” Rawena described them as best as she could.

Then she remembered something Pandemia told her. “Apparently, the family was late on their rent, and so they simply left because they would be thrown out in any case. And they didn’t tell anyone about the corpse upstairs.”

“If they are destitute, they probably haven’t left the city,” Arvasia said. “We will find them, Rawena. And I will come and tell you what happened.”

“Yes, please do, sister. And good luck!”

Arvasia nodded, smiled, and turned her horse. The Celts followed without a word.

* * *
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RIDING AWAY FROM THE house, flanked by Garux and Maguno, Arvasia pitied Rawena, who had spent so many days in that dreadful house with the corpse of her former lover. Rawena had disdained Vitiges for his treachery, but she had probably loved him as well. And she had to watch him die.

Arvasia wondered what could have happened in the attic room. Had Vitiges got sick through Pandemia’s evil magic—or because the room hadn’t been as clean of the plague as she had thought? She felt she might have overlooked something when she had burned the bloodied things before leaving with Rawena for the port.

As she replayed the events of the eclipse night and the following morning, she thought she was getting onto something. Then Garux cleared his throat and said, “We have a great opportunity to destroy Rawena,” he said. “Are you sure you want to let her live?”

“This is not the time to discuss that,” Arvasia snapped, angry at the interruption. “Rawena is holed up in the house, and she’s there of her own volition because she fears for humankind just as much as we do. We don’t need to worry about her. We need to worry about blockading the city.”

Garux frowned, and Arvasia wondered whether sisterly love had made her too blind to reality. For five hundred years, she had been after Rawena, and over the past weeks, she had thrown away every opportunity to destroy her. But while Rawena had caused the first two outbreaks, out of fear of Pandemia, her only crime this time was that she had fallen for the wrong man. And if every woman had to die for that offense, the humans would die out faster than during the deadliest pandemic.

Garux seemed to be searching his mind for words when Maguno said, “I totally agree with you, wise chieftess!” This was the first time he had spoken to her since Agira’s burial. Arvasia guessed he had been pouting because she had kissed Garux, and that he now only spoke to make Garux mad.

Garux scowled and kicked his horse to make him get to the head of the group.

“I think you were very brave and noble to let your sister live, Arvasia,” the druid said, loud enough for Garux to hear. “I wish everyone was like you. I admire you.”

Arvasia felt he would also like Rawena dead, and that he was only trying to honey his way to her and alienate her from Garux. She only nodded and kicked her horse so she and Garux could ride side by side.

They passed a few elders sitting in front of their houses. Arvasia caught herself staring at them, searching for a rash or lumps on their wrinkled skin, but saw none.

She reined in at a large crossroads. “We should separate,” she said as she turned to the group. “Garux will oversee the blockade of the port. The rest of us will spread around the city and look for the family.”

Garux frowned and seemed to be about to protest. Now that they were back together, he always clung to her, and he obviously hated the idea of splitting up. Also, it seemed that he regretted talking about killing Rawena, and he probably feared that Arvasia was angry.

She smiled at him and said, “There’s no point in us going in pairs. And the port is the most vulnerable spot. The men need you there, Garux.”

“All right,” he said after a while. “Good luck to you, Arvasia.”

“And to you.”

He leaned forward in his saddle as if he wanted to kiss her. Then he glanced at the group and straightened his back. He looked so uncertain that her heart beat toward him. She had spent every night with him now, and although they hadn’t made love as often as when they were younger, the passion had returned. 

“I’m going now,” he said. She watched him trot away with tenderness in her heart. Then she turned to the group.

“Spread around the city and ask around for the family,” she said, trying to ignore Maguno, who glared at the departing Garux and shot her a jealous, outraged look. “Go to every tavern and inn and shelter. We will meet at dusk at the Northern Gate.”

The group dispersed, and she rode toward the gate. She recalled that, when Pandemia had made her fall into the canal on the eclipse night, and when she had to circle the city to get to the port, she had seen dilapidated farm buildings in the marshes by the gate. If the family had no other relatives who could put them up in the city, and no means of traveling, they might find refuge there.

She reached the gate, where a group of Celts milled around, making sure nobody left or entered the city, and where the Roman guards sat tied and gagged on the floor of the gatehouse. The Celts let her through, and Arvasia headed north toward the sea.

She found the dilapidated houses, dismounted, and entered the first one. While it was empty, except for heaps of trash, she heard some noise in the neighboring house. She went there and stood by the closed door. A whiff of rotting smell turned her stomach. And she realized what the sound was: the buzzing of dozens of flies.

She cupped her nose and mouth and pushed the door open. A muffled scream rushed through her fingers when she saw a cloud of flies fly up from decaying corpses. Rats scurried away from the bodies and disappeared in holes in the walls. The house’s thatched roof was mostly gone, and the light of the setting sun showed her every grisly detail. All the corpses had lumps the size of a grapefruit on the sides of their necks. A naked baby had lumps in her groin as well, nearly as big as her head. 

Tears flooded Arvasia’s eyes and blurred the dreadful scene.

So Pandemia had her way, after all: she had made Vitiges unleash the plague.

Arvasia was about to rush away when she noticed there were only five adults while Rawena had said the family consisted of two elders and two middle-aged couples.

One man was missing.

Arvasia searched through the other houses but couldn’t find him anywhere. As she stumbled back to her horse to return to the city, Arvasia tried to convince herself that Rawena had been wrong about the number of the adults, or that the man had left the family even before Vitiges’s arrival. But she didn’t truly believe it.

* * *
[image: image]


RIDING BACK TO THE port, Garux thought how bizarre his encounter with Rawena had been. After so many centuries, he would have found it strange to see her under any circumstances, but the fact that she was just a few paces away, behind an open window, and recounting the details of the plague, made the whole thing bewildering. He had longed to shoot her with an arrow, break into the house, and behead her. And he was still angry with Arvasia for letting Rawena free.

His relationship with Arvasia was mending yet fragile, and he knew that the talk of Rawena’s destruction could make it crumble. Arvasia loved her sister too much to accept the fact that she was the most dangerous creature on earth. But did she have the right to put humankind at risk to save her sister? Did he have the right to put humankind at risk to save his relationship with Arvasia?

He knew that Rawena’s death wouldn’t reverse the current outbreak, and he doubted it would discourage Pandemia from her deadly game. But he hated the idea of letting the deadliest player live.

As he reached the wharf, he decided to speak with Arvasia again.

Everything was quiet near the entrance, but as he rode along the wharf, the breeze brought faint shouting. He galloped forward and saw a crowd of people.

The Celts stood in a tight knot along the wharf, in front of a small galley whose deck was full of stevedores. A large group of people, sailors, police, and guards, surrounded the Celts, and everybody was shouting. A fight was brewing, and he had a flashback of the battle in the port of Constantinople.

As he dismounted, a Celt shouted to him, “Garux, help! We can’t hold much longer.”

Garux guessed the ship was set to sail, and the Celts were blocking the sailors from boarding it.

As Garux rushed forward, three men turned to him. They grasped clubs. He slowed down and raised his hands to show he hadn’t come to fight but negotiate.

“I need to speak to you,” he said. “It’s a matter of life and death.”

The men rushed to him and surrounded him. One of them shouted, and when Garux turned to him, another one hit the back of his knees, sending him to the ground. Even before Garux fell, another blow cracked his ribs. A kick to his chin made his head snap backward and crash into the pavement. 

“You must be the leader of this rabble,” one of them shouted as he kicked the side of Garux’s head. “How dare you—”

“Plague!” Garux shouted, spitting blood. “A plague has broken out. No ship must come or leave.”

Another kick to his head made him groan.

“That’s what your friends said, too,” one of the men shouted. He drew a long dagger and leveled the point at Garux’s head. “And now you’ll tell them to surrender or I’ll cut your neck.”

As they pulled him to his feet, a man came at a trot from a clump of large buildings. Sweat had plastered his sparse yet long hair to his cheeks. His eyes were bloodshot, yet they shone as if he were running a fever. 

“The wrath of God is upon us!” he screamed. “In the warehouse, people are lying on the floor and—”

Before he could finish his sentence, blood and vomit poured from his mouth.

The crowd dispersed, screaming in panic.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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The Celts had taken advantage of the chaos at the port to cut the ropes that tied the vessels to the bollards and send them down the Nile. The port’s authorities had eventually agreed not to let any ships land, so the Celts only had to worry about the two gates. But the danger was mounting. Panic stalked the city as more and more people fell ill, and the Celts feared that soon, a mob would march onto the gates. All the Celts now guarded the gates day and night, getting increasingly edgy. And it wasn’t just a mob they had to fear: most of them wondered whether they would also come down with the plague. 

As Maguno sneaked from his post by the Northern Gate, covered by the darkness of the night and followed by five tribesmen, he hoped that the mob attack wouldn’t come while he was gone. He had no intention to fight in any case, for he was too important to risk his life, but without the five men, the Celts had an even smaller chance to keep a mob from breaking through the gate and spreading the plague along the delta. The five men were stupid, corruptible, and fearful of his magical powers, which was why he had chosen them for his mission. But they were good fighters.

The group headed for the doomed house on the outskirts, Maguno on horseback and carrying a sturdy stick, the men on foot and carrying torches. In one stroke of genius, Maguno would fry Rawena and rid the world of a pestilential monster—and destroy Garux and remove a cumbersome obstacle to Arvasia’s heart. The plan had seemed insane when he had first devised it. But now he was sure it would work.

Only blackness dwelled behind the windows of Rawena’s house. They stopped near the church, and Maguno handed the stick to the nearest man. The druid remembered Arvasia telling him that when she was young, the Celts had mounted a revolt against Germanic invaders. During the revolt, they had lured a group of invaders into a carpenter shop, blocked the door with a stick, and burned them alive. Maguno was now going to repeat the trick.

Maguno nodded, and the man rushed across the street and jammed the stick under the doorknob so the door couldn’t be pushed open from the inside. Since the windows were too narrow to pass through, Rawena would fry to death, along with the pestilence that floated in her blood.

As the man returned, Maguno turned to the group. “Remember that you’re acting on Garux’s orders,” he said. It was a lie, but the men either believed him or didn’t care. “I’m not too happy about burning a defenseless woman alive, but we must keep in mind that she is a pestilential monster. Besides, Garux outranks us all, as a former chieftain, so we have to comply.”

The men hardly listened to him, glancing toward the house and clenching the torches. They were aching to get rid of Rawena.

“Arvasia probably doesn’t know about it, and she will be mad as hell, so you better keep this to yourselves,” Maguno said. “Set fire to the house and run back to the gate. If you are caught and say that I led you on this mission, I will curse you for eternity. But if you do well, I will keep you in mind while choosing new acolytes. Now light your torches.”

As the men took out their flints, Maguno scanned the thatched roof and wattle-and-daub walls, both parched and scorched by the merciless African sun.

“The house will burn down in no time,” he said as the men’s torches blazed in the warm night. “Circle it, set the walls on flame, throw the torches on the roof, and run. Remember that if you get caught, you’ll incur the wrath of your chieftess and your druid. Now go!”

The men crossed the street and sneaked around the house. As flames began to dance on the roof, Maguno galloped back to the Northern Gate. He was glad to find Garux patrolling along the wall, a little apart from other men. The druid didn’t want anyone else to hear what he had to say.

He reined in and leaned toward Garux. “Fire!” he said, trying to sound petrified. “Rawena’s house is on fire! And Arvasia got in to save her—and she hasn’t come out!”

Since Arvasia was overseeing the guarding of the Southern Gate, Garux couldn’t know it was a lie. The effect was immediate.

“What?” Garux exclaimed, swaying as if he had been punched. His moonlit face crumpled with terror. “And you didn’t go after her to pull her out? Coward!” He shot Maguno a look that brimmed with loathing, and Maguno feared the former chieftain would pull him off the horse and thrash him. But Garux rushed away.

Assuming that Garux would take his horse to gallop to the doomed house, Maguno followed him. As Garux mounted and galloped downtown, Maguno stayed close behind.

When they got to the house, the fire had eaten through the roof. Flames squirmed on parts of the roof and smoke billowed through the windows. Maguno’s men were long gone, the church was dark and silent, and the shutters were closed in the windows of the nearby houses. The fire hadn’t woken the neighbors yet. Maguno guessed that Rawena was already lying on the floor, unconscious from the fumes, and surrounded by flames that would soon devour her.

“Arvasia!” Garux screamed as he leaped off his horse and rushed to the house.

Maguno grinned. The simpleton truly believed that his beloved was inside, along with her sister.

Having reached the door, Garux seemed to freeze when he saw the stick jammed under the doorknob.

“Who put it there?” he roared at Maguno as he kicked it off.

Maguno was about to say it had probably been Pandemia, but Garux didn’t wait for a reply. He touched the doorknob, yanked his hand away as it burned him, but then he grasped it and pulled the door open. For a moment, Maguno feared that Rawena would run out, screaming and with flames shooting from her hair, but only smoke escaped from the doomed house. 

Garux rushed in, shielding his face and screaming, “Arvasia!”

Maguno dismounted and ran to the door. He kicked it shut. And he wedged the stick back under the doorknob.

The druid hurried to the horses, which sidestepped, snorted, and shied from the fire. He tied Garux’s horse to the fence by the church, far enough from the fire to survive, but close enough to be seen by Arvasia.

Maguno would wait for the fire to consume the house, with Garux and Rawena inside, and then he would gallop to the Southern Gate and tell Arvasia he’d had a vision of Garux sneaking toward the house with a blazing torch. Arvasia would surely go and see what was happening. Maguno hoped that, if she saw Garux’s horse by the house, she would assume he had set the house on fire and died during the arson.

Maguno mounted his horse and watched the conflagration. Most of the roof was now on fire, and the flames shot high toward the sky. A few people ran out of a nearby house, pointing at the fire and shouting. But they didn’t get close enough to see the stick jamming the door.

Maguno chuckled and rubbed his hands, thinking that he had pulled off the perfect crime. Then he heard the beating of hooves.

He cursed when he saw Arvasia galloping toward the house.

* * *
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GARUX COULDN’T FIND Arvasia anywhere on the first floor or the attic room. Rawena was also gone, and the only person he found was the decaying Vitiges. Hoping that Arvasia had taken Rawena to safety, he rushed downstairs. He stumbled through a fog of smoke and staggered toward the door. When he saw it was closed, he started to smell a trap.

Garux pushed at the door, but it didn’t budge. He grasped the doorknob, groaning at the pain that seared through his hand, and tried to turn it. Nothing.

“Maguno!” he roared when he realized what the druid had done. “You snake!”

He kicked at the door, but it was made of sturdy oak and didn’t even tremble. 

Garux entered the downstairs room and headed for the window, staggering among burning pallets, coughing and tearing from the smoke that enveloped him. Through the tears in his eyes, he thought he saw people in front of the church. He wanted to shout for help, but a fit of coughing prevented it. The fumes made his head swim toward delirium.

He placed his hands on the heated ledge and pulled himself up. The window was too narrow to let him out. He cursed and rushed back upstairs, hoping that the attic window would be wider. He knew he would probably break his legs if he jumped, but it was better than burning alive.

Most of the roof had fallen through, and thatch burned on the floor. Flames licked the frame of the pallet. Vitiges’s tunic smoldered, and the smell of roasting flesh pervaded the room. Garux zigzagged among the flames to the window and pulled himself up. It was as narrow as the one downstairs.

“Help!” he screamed when he could catch his breath.

Through the smoke and tears, he saw blurry figures below the house. But he doubted they would risk their lives to help him, even if they could hear him over the fire roaring on the beams of the ceiling.

All he needed them to do was to remove the stick that was surely jammed under the doorknob. But they hadn’t seemed to notice it.

He wanted to shout at them to unblock the door, but another fit of coughing nearly sent him to his knees. Another portion of the roof fell just behind him. Sparks flew, and the skirt of his tunic caught on fire. He patted the flame off, burning the palm of his hand. He began to choke, and although the fumes couldn’t kill him, they would make him lose consciousness and send him to the burning floor, prey to the famished flames.

He staggered from the attic room and toward the stairs, groaning as the heat scorched his face and retching as the smoke invaded his mouth and nostrils. His tears sizzled on his sweltering cheeks. The flames roared all around him.

He had to get downstairs and bang on the door to attract the neighbors’ attention. However, the stairs were also catching on fire. 

* * *
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ARVASIA HAD BEEN PATROLLING around the Southern Gate when she realized she hadn’t told Rawena she could leave the doomed house now that the plague had broken out. Thinking that Rawena was still there, in the company of a rotting corpse and waiting for news, Arvasia galloped there to fetch her to help them guard the gates. As she got near, she smelled smoke. The neighborhood was strangely bright, although it was the dead of night. Then she galloped down Rawena’s street and saw the fire. The sight drenched her with cold sweat. 

Arvasia spotted Maguno and steered toward him. “What happened?” she screamed as she dismounted. “Where is Rawena?”

Despite her agitation, she saw that Maguno was nervous, even scared.

“I had a vision of Garux burning the house, so I came here—and ... and it’s true!” he blurted out. “Look, his horse is over there!” He pointed to the mount by the church. “He’s a snake and cowa—”

“Where is Rawena?” Arvasia screamed. Instincts told her that Maguno was lying, but it didn’t matter. “Where is she?”

Maguno gulped and glanced at the house. 

In her distress, she stepped toward him, reached up and grabbed him by the forearm. “Is she inside?”

Maguno murmured under his breath and nodded. He started at her hand holding him as if he were afraid she would pull him off his horse. 

“Oh, gods!” Arvasia screamed as she rushed to the house, pushing her way through a crowd of onlookers.

The whole roof was on fire, and the house seemed to be sagging sideways.

She gasped when she saw the stick jamming the door. Wondering what it all meant, she kicked the stick away and pulled the door open, screeching as the doorknob burned her hand.

Another scream escaped her mouth as flames and monstrous heat rushed toward her through the open doorway. She staggered backward, covering her face with both hands.

“Rawena!” she screamed. “Sister!”

A huge crash came from inside the house, and the walls seemed to shift. The beams of the ceiling must have given in. She shuddered at the thought that her sister was somewhere inside that inferno.

Arvasia shielded her eyes and moved to rush inside.

“No!” Maguno screamed behind her. “You’ll burn to death!”

She ignored him and stepped forward. Then someone screamed inside the house. To her shock, Garux rushed through the doorway, blindly, and ran straight at her. She thought he would topple her, but he collapsed a step away from her.

Arvasia bent over and dragged him away from the house, screaming in pain as his skin and clothes scorched her blistered hand. She left him in the middle of the street and rushed back toward the house to save Rawena. In the back of her mind, she wondered what could have happened, but it was unimportant now.

She glanced around, hoping to see Maguno and tell him to give Garux water. But the druid had disappeared.

Arvasia stepped closer to the house. The doorframe was on fire, and demoniacal heat and glow pulsed from the house like from the mouth of a volcano. She screamed to give herself courage. Shielding her eyes, she was about to rush into the house.

Then a woman shouted behind her, “Arvasia! No!”

Arvasia froze when she recognized the voice of Rawena.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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Rawena had left the house at sunset, hours before the arson. It was after she had heard a group of women under her window speak of a strange disease killing people around the city, and after the priest, delirious with the plague or a fright, screamed on the portico of the church that the apocalypse had come.

Realizing that the plague had broken out, she had looked for Arvasia. As she couldn’t find anyone in the port, she roamed the strangely quiet city, until she had the idea to check the gates. She headed to the Northern Gate, where the patrolling Celts first wanted to attack her and then they reluctantly told her that Arvasia was at the other gate. By the time she got there, Arvasia had left for her house.

Rawena couldn’t believe her eyes when she had got there and saw the house in flames, and her sister about to rush in. The house collapsed only moments after Rawena dragged Arvasia away. Staring at the burning ruins, a strange feeling of happiness possessed Rawena, despite everything.

Arvasia had thought that Rawena was inside. And she loved Rawena enough to risk her life to save her. Rawena wanted to thank her. But she feared that if she opened her mouth, she would sob.

The street filled with murmuring onlookers. The neighbors threw buckets of water onto their houses to keep them safe from the raging flames. The sisters took Garux to the church’s portico. A neighbor offered them a flask of water, and Arvasia poured a few drops between Garux’s lips.

He groaned and opened his eyes. He had lost his eyebrows and eyelashes, and most of his beard and hair. Blisters covered his hands, and his tunic was in charred rags. He coughed and wheezed, his eyes were bloodshot, and Rawena doubted he was fully conscious. 

She shuddered when she remembered that Vitiges’s eyes looked similar as he was dying. She looked at the burning ruin of the house. The poor man’s corpse had burned to ashes. She hoped that his soul was truly at peace, far away from Pandemia and her horrid realm.

Arvasia gave Garux more water. He winced in pain as he drank, but his eyes grew brighter. He smiled at Arvasia—and he shot Rawena a mistrustful look.

“What happened?” Arvasia asked. “Anybody knows what on earth happened?”

“I left the house before sunset, when I heard of the plague and saw no point in staying,” Rawena said. “When I came back, the house was on fire. Who did it?”

Garux coughed, and Arvasia said, “I think it was Maguno.”

Garux nodded. “That sneaky wimp told me the house was on fire,” he wheezed. He looked at Arvasia, and horror passed over his eyes. “He said you were inside! I rushed here and entered the house. And he blocked the door.”

“That bastard,” Arvasia said, looking around as if hoping to see him skulk around. “I came here to tell Rawena she could leave and help us patrol the gates, and I saw the flames. Maguno was near, and he told me it was you who had set the house on fire.”

Garux scowled and coughed.

“I haven’t trusted him much these days,” Arvasia said. “But this kind of treachery is almost unimaginable.”

Garux sat up and drank more water. “Maguno did well to disappear. I swear I’ll stomp that snake to a pulp if I ever see him again.”  He turned to Arvasia. “I can’t believe he hates me so much, and that he longs for you so strongly, that he would go to such lengths.”

Rawena suddenly felt sad. Garux obviously didn’t wonder why Maguno wanted to kill her. She knew she had to leave the tribe as soon as possible.

Arvasia said, “The worst thing is that Maguno has lured us here tonight of all nights, when the mobs could storm the gates to break out of the city.” She turned to Rawena. “I came here to bring you to the gates and help us, but now I need you to stay here with Garux. Please find some bandages for his hands. I must return.”

Rawena dug her nails into her forearm. She was to stay alone with a man she had once loved, and who had now become her enemy?

She was relieved when Garux said, “I’ll be fine by myself. Each of you should go to one gate and supervise the blockade.”

“Are you sure, Garux?” Arvasia asked.

“Of course. Return to the Southern Gate without fear, Arvasia.” He lifted his blistered hands. “I don’t think I can wield a sword for a while. Rawena, take my sword, show it to the men at the Northern Gate, and tell them I put you in charge of the blockade.”

Rawena’s heart fluttered with confusing emotions as she unbuckled Garux’s leather belt. Garux had accepted her as one of the tribe, if only for tonight. She wondered what the tribesmen would think about it.

The belt and the scabbard were charred, but the sword was intact. She put the belt around her waist.

Arvasia glanced around, and then she looked at Garux’s blistered hands. “I hope Maguno won’t return to finish you off.”

Garux scoffed. “That wimp wouldn’t dare attack me even if my limbs had burned off. Go now, please, and be careful. Take my horse, Rawena. I’ll join you as soon as I feel stronger.”

Arvasia kissed Garux’s parched lips and stood up. Rawena followed her to the horses. They mounted and galloped toward the city wall. The hum of the fire faded, and so did the smell of smoke.

The city was quiet, and only the beating of their horses’ hoofs disrupted the calm. But as they reached a large intersection, they heard noises. The throughway they had followed forked, each branch leading to one gate. A large mob had just passed the fork and marched at the Southern Gate.

Rawena and Arvasia reined in and stared at the mobsters’ backs. They were going uphill, so the women could see all of them as they filled the throughway like an angry fat snake. There were at least two hundred of them. Most of them were armed with clubs, but some of them had swords and helmets: the imperial guards and policemen. 

“I’m sure they’ll try to break through,” Arvasia said, rubbing her forehead. “I’ll gallop along the side streets to overtake them and warn the tribe. You rush to the Northern Gate and bring everyone over.” She thought for a second and said, “Wait, just bring fifty men and leave the rest there in case there’s an attack on the other gate.”

Without waiting for an answer, Arvasia galloped through a narrow street to bypass the mob.

Rawena spurred her horse on to the other gate. The moon had risen higher in the sky, and the streets drowned in silvery light. A hot, humid breeze blew against her, reminding her of the heat of the burning house. She shuddered at the thought that if she had fried in the flames, Pandemia would have snatched her soul and taken it to the swamp.

Rawena reached the gatehouse and shouted at the sentinels, “There’s a mob marching onto the other gate!”

They started at her and looked at each other, and for a moment she wondered whether they would ignore her—or try to kill her. She wondered whether Maguno was near.

She drew Garux’s sword and held it up against the moonlight. “Garux sent me here to summon you.” It wasn’t entirely true, but she had no time for explanations.

The men looked at each other again. Then one of them called, “How many men are marching onto the other gate?”

“About two hundred. I’m supposed to bring fifty of you to fight them. The rest should stay here in case there’s another attack. These are the orders of my sister, Arvasia!”

That jolted the men into action. They started running around and shouting orders. As soon as the first men mounted their horses, Rawena turned around and galloped to the Southern Gate. She knew the mob was stronger in number, and that many of them were professional fighters. A surprise attack at its flank might shatter them enough to abandon their plan to storm the gate, but the counterattack would probably be futile, in the end. 

Many Celts would die, and the mob might return, stronger than tonight, and break out in any case. And yet she knew she had to try. 

Rawena led the group down a path along the city wall. The sound of roaring men and clashing steel reached her ears, and the tribesmen who accompanied her raised a war cry and rushed into the melee.

Rawena galloped along with them. Some of them outrode her and attacked the nearest mobsters. Rawena charged at a man who was just turning around, raising an ax and looking for someone to fight.

Too late he turned to the thudding of her horse’s hooves. As she rode past him, she leaned toward him and swung her sword at him. He screamed as her sword bit into his arm and made him drop the ax.

Rawena spun the horse around, looking for another adversary, when she realized she should fight her way to the gate itself. It would take only two mobsters to reach the heavy bar and lift it, and then the mob would spill out and everything would be lost.

As she neared the gate, an imperial soldier leaped up and pulled her off her horse. He had a short sword, which dripped with blood. His eyes shone with lust for more.

Rawena fell, but she scrambled to her feet just as he grinned and swung his sword at her. She leaped back and thrust her sword at him. He parried, and their blades clashed.

She felt a burning pain in her wrist, and when she glanced down, she saw blood dripping on the ground, glistening in the moonlight. He must have slashed her skin as she was leaping back.

The soldier growled and got ready for another attack. Then a wounded guard stumbled and bumped into him. His opponent, a towering Celt with old-fashioned spiky hair, leaped forward to finish him off. That distracted the soldier, who glanced around as if oscillating between helping the guard and attacking Rawena. That gave Rawena enough time to run her sword through the soldier’s chest.

Just as he fell at her feet, Rawena thought she heard the bar grating against the braces as it was being lifted. She had dreaded hearing the sound so much she perceived it even over the ruckus of the battle. 

For a second, she hoped she had just imagined it, but victorious shouts came from the gate. The gate groaned open, and the crowd shifted as the first mobsters rushed through.

Their comrades abandoned the battle and followed them.

“Go after them!” someone shouted in Gaulish.

Rawena ran toward the gate, but she knew the chase was futile. They would never catch all of them. And if only one escapee carried the plague out of the town, and if he survived until he reached another town, all would be lost.

And she had only now realized that many Celts might have got infected in the melee. And that they would infect others. Rawena screamed in horror when she realized that the battle had made everything worse. 

She feared that the plague would spread to Alexandria. And to Constantinople. And to the leper colony. 
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Rawena accompanied the Celts as they traveled by boats along the canals of the Nile. They headed for Alexandria to see whether they could do anything to stop the plague from reaching that city—or, if the plague had already outrun them, to stop it from crossing the Mediterranean. Although she wanted to help them, she decided to leave the group on the second day and keep traveling on her own.

Maguno had disappeared, but Rawena knew she wouldn’t be safe with so many Celts around. She guessed there had been other arsonists, and that most of the tribesmen wished her dead, for she was the monster from their legends. Since they had seen the effects of the plague, their longing to destroy her had probably soared. On the previous night, she had seen three people milling around her tent and whispering. Although they hadn’t attacked her then, she decided not to push her luck. 

Rawena felt she had nothing to live for, but she feared that her soul would end up in the swamp. She wanted to stay in this world to help curb the plague and ease the suffering of its victims.

It was the last day of June when the Celts stopped for the night by a small village near the canal and set up camp in a field. Rawena waited for everyone to fall asleep, and then she left her tent. 

Although it was the dead of night, the heat and humidity drenched her tunic with sweat. Some tribesmen groaned from their sleep, as if in pain or tormented by fever-induced nightmares, and Rawena feared that in the morning, the rising sun would show a rash and lumps on their skin. But she would be far away by then.

The waning moon had just risen and she saw a silhouette of a man standing a few hundred paces away. Then two more men appeared, as if they had agreed to meet at moonrise, and she knew she had to vanish. 

She turned toward the tent that Arvasia shared with Garux. “I love you, Arvasia,” Rawena whispered under her breath, feeling that her eyes began to sting. “I’ll miss you so much. And I’ll feel so lonely. Thank you for letting me live. Farewell, my little sister.”

The three shadowed figures crept in the direction of her tent. Rawena wiped her eyes and turned around. The moon reflected on the canal, and she hurried the other way, toward the black outlines of the village. She would follow inland paths and travel to Alexandria on foot. It would take her over a week, and she feared that the plague would outpace her. But then, it might outpace the Celts as well, although they would travel by boats.

They had lost, and Garux and Arvasia seemed to be the only ones who would not accept it.

Rawena rushed toward the village. When she turned her head, she saw the three shadows running after her. 

Rawena cursed and rushed on. She had her dagger, but she didn’t have a chance against three men. All she could do was to try to escape.

Dogs barked as she dashed through the sleeping village and looked for a place to hide. The dogs unnerved her and made her run faster, and suddenly she was passing the last dwellings without finding refuge. She looked over her shoulder. Nobody was running after her, and she hoped she had shaken the men off on the blackened street. And yet, she felt terribly exposed in the moonlit plain, and she kept running.

When she looked back again, she saw a man. He didn’t seem to be running, and for a second, she hoped it was just a villager who had stepped out of his house to see what the barking was all about. Then the man raised his hands, and their position told her he was aiming at her with a bow. 

As she turned around, a sharp pain drilled into her calf and sent her stumbling to the ground.

* * *
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THE GODDESS PANDEMIA had never left for her swamp in Bohemia after her last encounter with Rawena. She stayed in Egypt to witness the outbreak of the plague. And now it seemed she would have to save Rawena again.

Two of the pursuers were searching through the village. But the third one had shot her calf through with an arrow. And he was running at her.

As the two pursuers entered a barn to see whether Rawena was hiding there, Pandemia made the roof rot and collapse, turning the barn into an enormous coffin. Then she dashed after the third pursuer. She thought of turning into her human form to run faster, but there was no time for that.

The man reached Rawena just as she was scrambling to her feet. He had slung the bow over his shoulder and unsheathed his sword. Rawena stood on unsteady feet and tried to draw her dagger. A frustrated scream escaped from her mouth, and Pandemia guessed her hand shook too much to do so.

As the Celt rushed forward and lifted his sword. Pandemia outstretched her hands and hissed, and the sword rusted and crumbled in the man’s hand.

The man gasped and stared at his empty hand in disbelief. Then he roared, raised his hands, and outstretched his fingers to strangle Rawena. Rawena had managed to unsheathe her dagger, though, and as he leaped toward her, she sank the blade into his belly.

The man groaned and opened his eyes wide in shock. He stumbled against Rawena, who took two steps back, making him tumble.

Rawena’s eyes filled with dread as she stared at the man. He writhed on the ground, groaning. Then he lay still.

Rawena looked around and moved to keep running, but Pandemia stood on her hind feet and said, “Wait, darling. You’re safe here, for the other two men are buried in a collapsed barn. And we need to talk.”

Rawena stared at her with a scowl. She didn’t look surprised to see Pandemia, but such a look of hatred and disgust spread over her moonlit face that Pandemia thought her eternal heart would burst.

Since the first day they’d met in her swamp, all those centuries ago, Pandemia had looked after her little sister Rawena and protected and cherished her. And all she got back was contempt. And yet, she couldn’t help loving Rawena, perhaps because of their pestilential bond and their shared solitude and destiny. At times, she had wondered whether it would be better to kill her and replace her. But she could never make herself do that. 

Rawena looked at the path as if she wanted to go on, but then she wiped the dagger into the man’s tunic, sheathed the weapon, and crossed her arms over her chest.

“What do you want?” she snapped.

Pandemia felt angry at her tone, but she forced herself to be calm. “What do I want, my thankless sister? What about a little gratitude? I’ve just saved your life, and you won’t even thank me? I know I should be used to it by now, knowing you so well. And yet, it pains me.”

Rawena scoffed. “If I had never met you, my soul would be in the Otherworld, and I’d be happy. This poor man wanted to kill me because you’ve turned me into a pestilential monster! You’ve brought me nothing but misery. Every bad thing that has ever happened to me is your fault. And I—”

“Darling!” Pandemia exclaimed, fearing that Rawena would say something dreadful. “Please hear me out. I cannot change who I am, and I cannot change what you have become.” She knew the argument was weak, so she said, “You cannot dwell on the past. You must think about the future, sister.” She looked at the dead man, and then she sniffed in the direction of the encampment. “Do you think those three were the only people who want to kill you? Soon, the whole world will hunt you like vermin.”

Rawena said nothing, but she looked around as if she feared that someone else would sneak up on her.

“Come to my swamp, darling,” Pandemia pleaded. “I will pamper you, protect you, and treat you like a real sister.”

Rawena gave her a look that was full of horror. Pandemia knew she hated the swamp, although she didn’t understand why. It was a sad and lonely place, that was true. But if they were there together, it wouldn’t be that bad, would it?

“Come, come, sister,” Pandemia said. “I will give you the best, warmest, and softest spot in my nest. I will—”

“Never!” Rawena hissed. “Never, do you hear?”

“But why, darling?” Pandemia scratched herself behind the ear with a few nervous, jerky movements. “We both are so lonely. And I’ll make you happy.”

Rawena said nothing, and it seemed she was thinking. Hope filled Pandemia’s soul as she waited for her answer.

Suddenly, Rawena burst into tears and said, “Don’t you understand that I hate you? Please leave me alone.”

The despair in Rawena’s voice made Pandemia shudder. Icy fingers of anguish gripped her soul. She wouldn’t have minded if Rawena had screamed and threatened her, for she was used to it. But the tears, and Rawena’s broken, pleading voice made her sick with grief.

Pandemia sighed and whispered, “As you wish, my sister.”

She still hoped that one day, Rawena would appreciate her sisterly love and come to her, but she feared the day wouldn’t come anytime soon. She was glad they had an eternity to reconcile.

Pandemia wondered what she could say to soothe her sister. Nothing came to her reeling mind, so she whispered, “Farewell for now, my darling. Take care of yourself, and keep in mind that I will be always near you. One day, we will be together, and happy.”

Rawena scowled and turned her back to her.

Blinking away her tears, Pandemia used her magic to make a hole in the ground and scurried inside.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Garux and Arvasia reached Alexandria alone. The tribesmen began to get ill the day after Rawena had disappeared, and they all died miles from the outskirts. Although it was disheartening, it made Garux hope that the escaped residents of Pelusium had met a similar fate: that they died in the fields along the canals between Pelusium and Alexandria. And that the plague died with them.

At first, Garux and Arvasia had roamed around the city, looking for people who bore the signs of the plague and trying to alert the unresponsive authorities to the possible danger. But two months had passed, and Alexandrians seemed to be as healthy and happy as they could be, and the couple started to relax.

It was a warm morning at the beginning of September, and Garux and Arvasia were lying on a soft bed in a guesthouse in central Alexandria. Tomorrow, they would return to Pelusium to see what the situation was like there. But they believed that the plague had been contained.

Garux lay on his back, and Arvasia lay beside him, her head resting on his chest. A fresh breeze blew in through the window, and he felt happy and at peace. The horror of seeing his tribesmen die was fading, and he consoled himself with the thought that they knew they had died for a noble cause. His hands had healed, and his eyebrows, eyelashes, hair, and beard had grown back. And it felt wonderful to lie beside his lover, after so many decades of solitude.

His lover... Garux suddenly realized how strange it was that although they had spent more time together than any mortal couple ever could, they still weren’t married.

On impulse, he asked, “What about a wedding, Arvasia?”

She lifted her head and gave him a surprised look. “Are you asking for my hand? Now? After so many centuries? What ideas you’ve got, my love.” But she smiled, and her eyes glowed with excitement.

He had a vague memory of proposing to her, centuries ago, when they had been still young and mortal. She had said yes, but then Rawena had fallen into Pandemia’s claws, and an enemy army invaded the Celts’ territory, and they never had a chance to get married. They had never discussed marriage afterward, as far as he could remember.

“How did you come up with this?” she asked, gazing into his eyes.

He chuckled and said, “I don’t even know. Perhaps it’s because we had been long separated, and now we’re back together. And you’re still so fresh and so beautiful that it makes me feel as if we were young again, and as if we’ve just become lovers.”

Arvasia smiled and said, “What a sweet talker you are. How could I ever say no to you?”

Garux beamed and kissed her mouth. Their relationship had taken strain over Rawena, and even over Maguno, but they both had disappeared, and Garux hoped they would never see them again. The threat of the plague had put them under incredible stress, but now it seemed that they could finally calm down ... and get married.

He was about to ask her if she would like the wedding in Egypt, or whether they should return to Gaul and get wed by Maguno’s acolyte, when a loud banging came on the door to their chamber.

“Come, quick!” a woman shouted hysterically. Garux recognized the voice of the landlady. “My husband is dying!”

* * *
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WHEN ARVASIA AND GARUX followed the landlady to her apartment, Arvasia’s stomach turned at a dreadful stench. The landlord had an ominous rash and lumps. He was holding his belly, screaming in pain, and vomiting blood. Sweat ran from his wife’s forehead and wetted her eyes, which shone with fever. 

Arvasia felt sick, partly from the stench, partly from her fear for humanity. 

“The woman is surely coming down with the plague as well,” Garux said in Gaulish, his voice trembling. “We have to lock her in and see what’s happening outside.” 

Arvasia nodded. She tried to sound calm as she told the landlady, “Get a wet rag and put it on your husband’s forehead to ease the fever.” She didn’t believe it would work, but she needed to keep the landlady busy. 

As the woman nodded and rushed to fetch the rag. Arvasia and Garux left the house and locked the door with the only key there was.

Everything seemed normal outside. The street was still half empty but it was nothing strange because the sun had just risen. Arvasia hoped that only the landlords had come down with the plague, perhaps due to infected fleas she and Garux had brought from Pelusium. But neither she nor Garux had any fleabites.

They walked toward a larger throughway, where they saw a group of homeless people lying in front of a bakery, as they always did.

“Oh, gods!” Garux exclaimed. “Look!”

Arvasia looked the way he pointed, and her heart nearly stopped when she saw that one of the men was tossing and babbling, his eyes wide open. At first, she thought he was drunk. Then she noticed the sweat on his forehead and small pustules on his cheeks. 

“Should we move him to the guesthouse?” Arvasia asked, but she immediately thought it was silly: if this man was infected, so were others, and they couldn’t fit all of them in the house.

Garux said nothing. He rubbed the back of his neck, and he breathed heavily as if he had been running. Then he started to walk again, briskly, and she had to run a few paces to catch up with him.

On every street, the plague had claimed its territory. Coughing and retching came through many windows to the sounds of crying and hysterical screams for help. People stood with their backs pressed against the facades, their hands to their burning foreheads, their eyes brimming with anxiety. At one corner, an old woman suddenly dropped as if she had been bludgeoned.

“We’ve lost!” Garux groaned. “We have lost.”

Arvasia breathed hard so she wouldn’t sob. They had failed to prevent the plague from reaching Alexandria. And they had no chance to contain it.

As they reached a large square in the Epsilon Quarter, Arvasia’s heart sank with every step they took. People sat in the shade under the trees, and they groaned with pain. Many of them had buboes on their necks, some of them the size of melons. At times, Arvasia thought she was hallucinating or walking through a nightmare. But the horrors were real. 

Two little children were crying over a prostrate body of a woman, and Arvasia thought her heart would burst. Garux grumbled and groaned under his breath, and at times he stumbled as if the tragedy he saw tripped him.

They found an empty spot under an archway, and they sat down. For a while, neither of them said a word. Birds were singing in the palm trees, happily as always. A dog started to bark in a nearby park, and another replied from a balcony on the square. And yet the world seemed to be coming to an end.

“What are we going to do?” Garux asked after a long silence. His voice was weak and tremulous, and for a moment Arvasia worried that he was also coming down with a plague. Then she remembered that they couldn’t get or spread the disease.

“I don’t know,” Arvasia whispered. Although she had been fighting tears the whole morning, she now started to cry. She hoped that Garux would put an arm around her shoulder to soothe her. After a moment, he did.

Arvasia took a deep breath and forced herself to calm down. A small brown dog came up to them and stared at them with sad eyes. Arvasia scratched the dog between the ears, wondering whether the owner had died of the plague. The dog licked her hand and lied down at her feet.

Garux said, “I’m afraid that soon, people would start dying at such a rate that we won’t be able to do anything ... except for trying to prevent the plague from crossing the sea.”

“I think you’re right, my love,” Arvasia whispered.

“We know that the authorities here are obstinate as mules,” Garux said. “They would keep sending ships with grain over to Constantinople, no matter how many people die in Alexandria, and no matter how much we plead and argue with them. We should hire the fastest ship and sail to Constantinople to prevent the other ships from landing. Let’s hope the authorities there would show more common sense.”

Arvasia nodded, but she doubted they would succeed. The powers-that-be weren’t in the habit of listening to barbarians and plebeians. Besides, the Romans depended on Egyptian grain, and authorities would not risk hunger riots.

And yet, she knew that she and Garux had to try.

She took a deep breath and stood up. “Let’s go, Garux. We need to go to the port.”

Garux nodded and rose.

As they began to walk, with the dog trailing them, Arvasia felt so worried and anxious that she wanted to scratch her forearm, just like her sister always did. She wondered whether this crisis would ever pass and she and Garux could really get married one day. And if anyone would be left to attend their wedding. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




[image: image]


Two weeks later, Alexandria had lost one-tenth of its inhabitants, and the plague started to creep along the coast of Egypt. Rawena was in the city, and her soul nearly shattered with grief.

She saw dead people lying on the streets and in the doorways of their houses. Orphaned children roamed the city, wailing over their dreadful fate and succumbing to the demon that had killed their parents. She saw people jumping off piers and into the sea, perhaps out of delirium, or because the thirst, fever, and pain tormented them so much they no longer wanted to live. She saw the throughways jammed with carts that were piled with corpses. They inched their ways toward the cemeteries, which had to be enlarged to accommodate the new mass graves.

Rawena knew all this was happening because she had been too weak and selfish to face Pandemia and choose eternity in a rat’s skin. Although she often wanted to immolate herself, she knew that now it was too late for that. She decided to live and dedicate her eternal life to easing the suffering she had caused.

Rawena worked as a nurse in an enormous warehouse in the docks, which the local charity had turned into a hospital for those who got infected with the plague. Every day, hundreds of victims left the warehouse, piled on large ox-driven carts. But even more were brought in, sweating, screaming, and panting, only to silently leave a few days later.

Rawena never left, though. She worked until exhaustion sent her to her knees, and she slept on the floor, side by side with the infected. The patients and the fellow nurses called her an angel. Whenever they did, Rawena thought her heart would burst.

She feared that the doctors did more harm than good to the patients. Some of them lanced the lumps and buboes to release what they believed was an excess of blood. Others wrapped the patients in wet linen sheets because they believed that cold was the best thing to treat a fever. Others yet believed in the opposite, and they ordered that feverish patients be moved toward blazing bonfires. The rest burned incense and did nothing in a silent admission of defeat. And yet, she was determined to stay on and help the patients with all her might.

She often thought of going to Constantinople and taking Marina far away from the danger of the plague. But she couldn’t make herself leave her patients. 

One evening in mid-September, a man stumbled into the hospital and walked toward her. He was so skinny he looked like a skeleton. Sweat plastered his long, fair hair to the sides of his face, and rash covered his forehead. And yet she thought he looked familiar. While bloodshot, his celestial eyes were so distinctive she recognized him.

As he stood in front of her, Rawena wondered what Maguno wanted. This was a hospital, and he had obviously come down with the plague. But she suspected he hadn’t come for treatment. He was about to accuse her of triggering all this tragedy.

The druid pushed his sweaty hair away from his eyes. They shone with fever. And they stared straight at her.

Rawena glanced around the people around her. Would she soon turn from an angel to a demon in their eyes?

“Why did you come?” she asked.

“I am the one who orchestrated the arson back in Pelusium,” he said, lowering his head.

Rawena already knew that. But that didn’t answer her question.

“May I lie down?” Maguno asked.

He wasn’t yet that sick, and the hospital usually only admitted patients in the last stages of the illness. She knew he was treacherous, and that he could betray her secret at any moment. And yet she took him under the arm and led him to an empty blanket in the far corner.

Maguno sat and looked around, and a bitter smile stretched his thin lips. “I have been hiding for so long, Rawena. From my tribe. From the plague. From everyone and everything. And here I am now.”

She sat beside him and said nothing. Her visit to the leper colony in Constantinople, and the days in this hospital, had taught her that, often, the best thing she could do for sufferers was to listen.

Maguno said, “When I got sick, Druidess Agira visited me in my sleep and told me that you and I are the only people from our tribe left in Alexandria. Garux and Arvasia are in Constantinople. And the Celts had died on their way here.”

Rawena thought she would burst into tears. So she had killed her tribesmen. Although it was to be expected, the confirmation ripped her heart. For long months, the women and children of her tribe, many of whom were probably her bloodline, had been waiting for the men to return from their adventure in the south. But they never would.

She guessed that Arvasia and Garux had gone to Constantinople to prevent the plague from spreading there. But she doubted they would succeed. Her soul screamed in anguish at the thought that Marina could be dead by now. 

Maguno coughed and interrupted her thoughts. He looked sheepish and embarrassed as he said, “Agira also told me to seek you. She said you have a good heart, and that you would forgive me and take care of me, despite what I tried to do to you.” Maguno touched her hand with his feverish fingers. “Will you forgive me, Rawena? Will you be with me when I die?” Tears filled his eyes. “I’m so, so afraid!”

Rawena scratched her forearm, wondering what to say. She recalled her relief at forgiving Vitiges, and she realized that through forgiving others, she might eventually forgive herself.

She gently squeezed the druid’s hand, “Yes. Yes, I will. Now let me get you some water.”

* * *
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RAWENA WATCHED OVER Maguno more than over any other patient. After all, he was from her tribe, and although he was treacherous, it was his love for Arvasia—twisted and selfish, but love nevertheless—and his desire to prevent future plagues that had made him set her house ablaze. She would nurse him until he died. And she wouldn’t have to wait long.

On the third day after his arrival, Maguno was too weak to even speak, and he only stared at Rawena with eyes that were full of fear.

“Don’t you worry, Maguno,” she told him in a soothing voice, dabbing his burning forehead with a wet cloth. “Soon your suffering will be over and you’ll find peace in the Otherworld. You will be in the realm of the goddess Epona, and near your fellow tribesmen and your ancestors.”

Rawena dabbed at a tear that formed in her eye. She sighed and said, “You don’t even know how much I envy you!”

Maguno closed his eyes and smiled. She often wished that she could calm all the other patients like that, but most of them were foreigners who knew little Latin, and others worshiped different gods and had different beliefs about the afterlife.

A patient behind her begged her for water, and she got up and went to the fountain that stood in front of the building to fill a jug.

Rats swarmed the courtyard, and as usual, she found herself looking for a white one with a head of golden hair. She hadn’t seen Pandemia since her escape from the tribe, and she hoped she wouldn’t see her ever again. 

A cart stood nearby, piled with corpses that were to be taken beyond the city walls, and Rawena wondered how many people she would see die of the plague. She wondered whether it would break out in Constantinople and creep into the leper colony. Would it even reach Gaul and murder the widows of her tribe?

With a heavy sigh, Rawena turned around and entered the building. As she walked toward the thirsty patient, others saw her with the jug and begged her for a sip. She feared that, when she got back to Maguno, he would not be breathing. However, he was not only alive, but he seemed lucid and alert.

“There was one more thing Agira told me,” Maguno said.

Rawena leaned toward him, wondering what he would say.

“Agira wanted me to tell you not to blame yourself for what happened. She said that, this time, you were innocent, and that you had no chance to win against Pandemia, Vitiges, and Neuris. She said you were brave and smart, and that this tragedy wasn’t your fault.”

Rawena felt a huge boulder falling from her heart. Although she knew that she would never stop feeling guilty, Agira’s message had eased her pain.

Suddenly, Maguno’s proud eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry about the bad things I’ve done in my life. I wish I wasn’t a coward. I wish I was nicer.” He lifted his head and stared at her with an intensity that unnerved her. “I wish ... I was like you.”

Rawena’s heart fluttered. As she searched through her reeling mind for something to say, Maguno closed his eyes and his soul departed, not waiting for an answer.

* * *
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GARUX AND ARVASIA NEVER found the time to get married. They campaigned to stop Egyptian ships from reaching Constantinople, and they succeeded ... until the following spring. The plague eased in Alexandria by then, and Roman authorities thought it was safe to bring Egyptian grain to Constantinople. They were wrong.

The pestilence became known as the Plague of Justinian, after its most prominent sufferer, the Roman emperor. Unlike most others, Justinian survived, but his realm would never recuperate. At its peak, the plague slaughtered from five to ten thousand inhabitants of Constantinople daily. The leper colony ceased to exist. 

In the end, the pestilence annihilated nearly half of the city’s population. It contributed to the fall of the Roman Empire and hastened the Arab conquest.

Lethal and unyielding, the plague deprived its victims of sleep, flushed them with fever, and marked their skin with painful pustules. It made them vomit blood; it clouded their minds with delirium or coma, and sent them to an early grave. It rendered funeral ceremonies an extravagance—the dead were sent adrift on boats or heaped up in defensive towers.

The pandemic advanced like a giant mob of murderous raiders, leaving empty towns and brimming cemeteries in its wake. In Africa, the plague ravished Egypt and Tunisia, and scuttled along the Nile Delta down to the Kingdom of Axum. It flared up in Asia Minor, from which it assaulted Syria and Persia. In the west, it clenched the Italian Peninsula and slithered to Illyricum—and Gaul.

The pestilence eventually spread its murderous tentacles to all the corners of the known world, and kept creeping up on each new generation for more than two hundred years.

Rawena never saw her sister or Garux again during that time, but the three immortal Celts worked for the same cause: to ease the suffering and curb the plague. Eventually, they succeeded. But not before the plague claimed about a quarter of the world’s population.
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EPILOGUE
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Pandemia used Rawena to unleash three more pandemics: the Black Death, the Spanish Flu, and Coronavirus. Every time, the rat-goddess thought the humans were finished. However, whenever they seemed to be on the verge of extinction, the plagues died faster than they did. Pandemia knew that the immortal Celts were behind those failures, and she was getting tired of the endless battle.

It was the year 2022, about two millennia after she had made Rawena, Garux, and Arvasia immortal, and Coronavirus was at its peak. And Pandemia had a feeling that her sister Rawena was calling her. 

At first, she thought that Rawena was in danger and needed her help, but it didn’t seem to be the case. Hoping that Rawena wanted to reconcile, Pandemia followed the call, traveling through a magical tunnel to Rajasthan in Northern India. She emerged through the tunnel in her rodent form and saw Rawena standing in front of a temple. 

Rawena shuddered at seeing her, and sadness descended on Pandemia’s soul. It seemed that her sister still had no love for her. Why did she call her, then?

“I wanted to show you this place, Pandemia,” Rawena said, pointing at the temple. “It is called Karni Mata Temple. But it’s also known as the Temple of Rats.”

Pandemia knew it sounded right: she could smell rats everywhere. But what was it all about?

“Please, go in and look around,” Rawena said. “Then we will talk.”

Confused, Pandemia nodded her little head and scurried inside. She couldn’t believe her eyes when she entered the temple and saw thousands of rats milling around. The rats swarmed around her, calling, “At last you’re here, our queen. We have been hoping you would visit us!”

“What is all this?” Pandemia asked, glancing around in wonder. 

There were bowls of milk everywhere for the rats to drink from, and people were coming to the temple to offer the rats sweets and cheese. An old man sat on the floor eating flatbread. A horde of rats climbed over his body and even his turbaned head, and he fed them pieces of the bread and petted them. 

“Is this paradise?” Pandemia asked. 

“It is for us!” the subjects chirruped. “We are fed and safe and happy! Please stay with us, our queen. The people revere us as the reincarnations of their ancestors. And we will revere you as our queen. Please, will you stay?”

Pandemia began to understand why Rawena had brought her here. Without a word to her subjects, she turned around and left the temple. 

* * *
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RAWENA HAD HEARD ABOUT the temple while working as a nurse in an overcrowded ICU in a hospital in New Delhi. Having seen footage of rats being pampered inside the temple, she decided to travel there and lure Pandemia in as well. 

She hoped that witnessing all the love and kindness humans bestowed on rats would make the lonely Pandemia change her mind about annihilating humanity. But she knew that the rat-goddess was incredibly stubborn. As she now waited for Pandemia to return from the temple, she wondered whether she had abandoned the hundreds of Covid patients in vain. Rawena couldn’t go on. Seeing so much death and suffering had broken her, and the notion that it all was happening because of her shredded her heart. If this scheme didn’t work, she would have to immolate herself. 

The rat-goddess emerged from the temple and scurried toward her. Rawena felt her heart drum with tension. Her fate, and the fate of humanity, was about to be decided. She fell to her knees so she could better speak with Pandemia. Two men in white tunics murmured as they passed by, staring in wonder at a Western woman kneeling in front of a rat. 

“I know what it is about, darling,” Pandemia said. “You hoped that I couldn’t resist the temptation, that I would stay here forever, pampered and worshiped like the queen and goddess I am—and that I would forget my quest. Well, you were wrong. I’m not going to change my mind because of a bunch of humans who worship rats in a small temple.”

Her voice sounded weak, though, and she glanced back at the temple while she spoke, and Rawena thought she had a chance to convince her. 

“But sister!” Rawena exclaimed. “This is just a pinnacle of kindness, and you must know it. Haven’t you ever heard of humans who keep rats as pets? There must be millions of them around the world.” 

“Yes, darling, but I’ve also heard of millions of humans who keep rats in laboratories and make them suffer during terrible experiments.” 

“Then you must have heard of millions of activists who are striving to ban this?” Rawena asked. “And one day, they will certainly succeed.” 

“I’m not so sure about that, darling.” 

“Pandemia, please!” Rawena said, tears pouring out of her eyes. “There are mass demonstrations around the world to save our planet and protect animals, and even politicians are starting to listen. I know that humanity is flawed and that our crimes against other species have been dreadful. But please, give us another chance!” 

Pandemia turned her head away, and Rawena knew she had lost. Fresh tears streamed down her cheeks, and she tore at her hair in despair. 

“Please don’t cry, sister. It pains me.” 

Suddenly, Rawena got angry. “It pains you? It pains you? Well, you should know that I have been crying every day for centuries. How can you claim that you love me when you keep torturing me and making me commit unimaginable atrocities?”

Pandemia lowered her head and said nothing. She shuddered and fidgeted.

“And it’s not just me and other humans you’ve tormented, you fiend!” Rawena screeched. “What about the millions of rats and other animals that died during the Justinian Plague and the Black Death? Everybody hates you, do you understand? Rats might worship you, but all other animals flee as soon as you show up. You think you are their protector? You are their worst nightmare!” 

Pandemia stared at Rawena with pain in her beady eyes. Her distress gave Rawena a tinge of satisfaction. 

“What do you think you’ll achieve by wiping out humans?” Rawena screeched. “What do you think will happen to the pet rats and to other animals that people keep? I brought you here to give you a chance to be among your species and among people who can show love to disgusting creatures like rats. But you’re not interested. Huh? You prefer to go on scurrying through the world like the loneliest and most abhorred creature!” 

A group of men came running, shouting and brandishing sticks. Rawena didn’t understand their dialect but she guessed they were furious about her shouting in front of a temple. She winced. She knew that, while Indians were incredibly kind and friendly, they could be quite dangerous when somebody insulted their religion. They could club her to a pulp. 

“Stop!” Pandemia screeched, standing on her hind feet. “Nobody must harm my sister!” 

The men froze and gawked. They seemed to understand her, as if magic had turned her screeching into some universal human language. 

Rawena uttered hysterical laughter. “You have been harming me ever since we met, Pandemia. Me and everyone around me. For two thousand years, for two millennia. Isn’t it enough?” 

For a while, time seemed to stand still. The men stared first at Pandemia, then at Rawena, and then at each other, their mouths wide open, their eyes bulging.

At last, Pandemia nodded. “It is,” she chirruped sadly. Then, suddenly, her eyes brightened as if she were relieved. “It is enough,” she said in a light tone. “Goodbye, my sister. I love you, and I will miss you. Please remember me from time to time—and without a grudge.” 

Pandemia turned around and scurried back toward the temple. 

Rawena stared after her, wondering what was happening. Then her body crumbled to dust, so quickly and suddenly she didn’t have time to scream. 

Her soul floated up, staring at Pandemia, who turned around at the temple’s entrance to give her one more look, and then it seemed suspended in the air. She saw Pandemia disappear inside the temple, and she heard the group of men shouting in bewilderment as they stared at her remains. 

Her body was finally dead. But what would happen to her soul? 

Then a blinding light flashed in her mind’s vision. The goddess Epona galloped toward her on her white mare, her gown floating around the mare’s back, and her silvery hair waving around her face. She beckoned her with a gentle smile on her face. 

“You have won, Rawena,” Epona said, her voice brimming with excitement. “The humans will be safe now. And you can finally go home.”

Epona turned around and galloped into a cloud of silvery fog, and Rawena felt her soul being dragged along. A little later, Rawena’s soul floated in the dry ocean of the Otherworld, among millions of others, and gravitated toward Arvasia and Garux, who had just also ascended.

No hard feelings could reach the Otherworld, only peace and oblivion. She barely felt them near, for they were invisible just like she was, but she sensed that their presence was warm and forgiving. Under the kind, watchful eye of the goddess Epona, they reunited with Druidess Agira and with their parents and tribe. 

A profound sense of happiness possessed Rawena’s soul.

She was at home. She was at peace. The nightmare was finally over. 

—THE END—




Did you enjoy the novel? Please, take a moment to leave a review on Amazon.

Join P.C. Darkcliff’s VIP insider list to get his debut novels for free.

Would you like all books in the trilogy in a beautiful boxed set? Click here to get it at a discounted price. 
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